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ABSTRACT
Despite the gains in disaster research on families,
there is little research on the impact of disasters on
marital relationships.

This study addresses this under-

researched area through the examination of the effects of the
1997 Red River Valley Flood on marital relationships.
Data was collected through in-depth interviews with ten
heterosexual married couples.

The results indicate that the

1997 Red River Valley Flood did have an impact on marital
relationships.

However, the impact of the flood appeared to

be mediated by the state of the couples' relationships prior
to the flood.

Couples who reported strong relationships

prior to the flood reported their relationships were stronger
after the flood..

In contrast, couples who reported weak

relationships prior to the flood generally reported that
their relationships were even weaker after the flood.

The

findings suggest that supportive service providers need to be
aware of the impact disasters may have on marital
relationships in order to better help couples cope during
times of crises.

ix

CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
According to the Merriam-Webster's (1990) dictionary, a
disaster is "a sudden calamitous event bringing great damage,
loss, or destruction"

(p. 359).

This definition of a

disaster appears rather simplistic.

Disasters are not as

easy to define in the field of disaster research as the
Merriam-Webster dictionary might suggest.

This is because

researchers have not been able to agree on one specific
definition of what constitutes a disaster (Britton, 1996).
Non-sociological attempts at defining disasters have
traditionally focused primarily on the extent of physical
damage caused by disasters

(Foster, 1976).

More recent work

recognizes that disasters not only impact the physical
environment, but they also have tremendous impact on the
social environment (Britton, 1996).
disasters are social phenomena.

This suggests that

Because disasters are social

phenomena they need to be defined in social terms (Britton,
1996).

Barkun (1977) suggests that:

A disaster is a mental construct imposed upon
experience.
It is not sufficient to know the number of
deaths, the value of property destroyed, or the decrease
in per capita income.
The symbolic component requires
knowledge of the sense of vulnerability, the adequacy of
available explanation, and the society's imagery of
death and destruction, (p. 221)
1
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Other sociological definitions of disasters have been
developed.
Fritz

One definition of disasters was developed by-

(1961) and is still widely used by disaster researchers

today.

According to Fritz, a disaster is:

an event, concentrated in time and space, in which a
society, or a relatively self-sufficient subdivision of
a society, undergoes severe danger and incurs such
losses to its members and physical appurtenances that
the social structure is disrupted and the fulfillment of
all or some of the essential functions of the society is
prevented, (p. 655)
Additionally, Fritz suggested that four components of a
society must be affected in order to be able to distinguish
disasters from other types of crises or accidents.

The first

component that needs to be affected is society's biological
survival,

i.e., basic necessities of life such as food and

shelter.

The second component is social order; the division

of labor, cultural norms, and social roles.

Meaning, or the

shared definitions of reality, is the third component of
social disruption.

The final component that needs to be

affected is society's motivation.

By this Fritz means the

motivation that guides human behavior within society.

If

these four components of society are affected, a "true"
disaster has occurred.
Kreps

(1984) modified Fritz's definition of disasters to

represent current research more accurately.
Kreps, disasters are:

According to
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events, observable in time and space, in which societies
or their larger subunits, such as communities or
regions, incur physical damages and losses and/or
disruption of their routine functioning.
Both the
causes and consequence of these events are related to
the social structures and processes of societies or
their subunits, (p. 312)
Because disasters have a tremendous effect on the social
environment it is important to study them as social
phenomena.

!/hen examining disasters in this way, it is

evident that they have a tremendous impact on society and its
members.

More importantly for this study, it seems likely

that disasters have an enormous impact on families.

Fritz

(1961) suggested rh^c when a disaster occurs, people's
biological survival, social order, shared definition of
reality, and the motivation that guides human behavior is
affected.

It seems clear that, in turn, these changes would

have tremendous impacts on families.
Although there appears to be adequate ctefinitions for
disasters,

there is another issue that is important to

consider.

Researchers must distinguish between human-made

disasters and natural disasters.

Human-made disasters

consist of disasters ;>uch as warfare, collapses of human-made
structures, and toxic chemical spills (Raphael, 1986).
Natural disasters,

in contrast, are defined by Raphael as

"reflections of some of the powerful forces that operate when
the environment reaches extremes and the very elements that
usually nurture man seem to turn against him [sic]"

(1986, p.

4
17).

Natural disasters, therefore, consist of events such as

volcano eruptions, earthquakes,

typhoons, cyclones, floods,

and tornadoes (Raphael, 1986)-

Although it is important for

researchers to distinguish between these two types of
disasters, both human-made and natural disasters have
tremendous effects on society and its members, and therefore
are consistent with current definitions of a disaster.
Because of the tremendous impact disasters have on society
and its members, this study focuses on how disasters affect
one of the major components of society -- marital
relationships.
The communities of Grand Forks, North Dakota and East
Grand F'orks, Minnesota experienced the impact of a natural
disaster first hand in April 1957.

These neighboring

communities are located along the Red Elver which has been
known to flood moderately almost every other year (Harrison &
Biuemle,

1980).

However, no flood has been of greater

magnitude than the flood of 1997 when the river crested at a
record level of 54.11 feet.
stage.

This is over 26 feet above flood

Because the present study focuses on the impact of

the 1997 Red River Valley (RRV) flood, a natural disaster,
this type of disaster will be discussed in more detail.
Natural Disasters
Natural disasters affect approximately two million
residents in the United States each year (Solomon,

1989).

In
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particular,

floods in the United States kill an average of

162 people each year and cause $3.4 billion in property
damage (Lave & Lave, 1991).

A study conducted by Rossi,

Wright, Weber-Burdin, and Pereira (1983) examined the average
annual damages and injuries that households incur as a result
of natural disasters.

They used a random digit dialing

system in order to obtain a national sample of households
that had experienced a fire, flood, hurricane,
earthquake during the period from 1970 to 1980.

tornado, or
Their

results showed that approximately 2,600 households reported
that they had experienced one of these disasters during the
eleven year period under study.

Although the overall number

of injuries to household members was low, fires and floods
resulted in the highest percentage of injuries to household
members.

Damages to personal property were significantly

higher than injuries to household members for all types of
disasters with fires and floods causing the highest
percentages once again.
Natural disasters have a profound impact on people's
lives, yet many people are not aware of the causes of
disasters or what preventive measures they can take to
prevent damages and loss when natural disasters strike (Lave
& Lave, 1991).

For example, Lave and Lave (1991) conducted

an exploratory study to examine people's knowledge about the
causes of floods and measures that they can take to prevent
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or reduce losses that may result from flooding.

After

interviewing individuals living in three flood-prone areas of
Pennsylvania, Lave and Lave (1991) have discovered that the
majority of respondents knew very little about floods and
only a few had purchased flood insurance.

Respondents with

more education, who read books and newspapers, and those who
owned their homes had the most knowledge of floods and were
more likely to have purchased flood insurance.

Similarly,

only one out of 16 structures in Grand Forks, North Dakota
was covered under the National Flood Insurance Program at the
time of the 1997 RRV flood (Glassheim, 1997).

These results

suggest that even though natural disasters have a tremendous
impact on people's lives, the majority of people are not
educated about the causes of natural disasters or about the
preventive measures that should be taken.

This suggests that

there is a need for more disaster education.
History of the Red River Valley (RRV)
The cities of Grand Forks, North Dakota and East Grand
Forks, Minnesota are located in the valley of the north-bound
Red River.

The current populations of the two cities are

approximately 50,000 and 10,000 respectively.

The Red River

drifts along the flat floor of the lake bed of former glacial
Lake Agassiz.

Therefore, the RRV is not considered a "true"

river valley (Harrison & Bluemle, 1980) .

The Red River of

the North is formed at the cities of Wahpeton, North Dakota
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and Breckenridge, Minnesota by the junction of the Otter Tail
and Bois de Sioux Rivers (Harrison & Bluemle, 1980).

The Red

River then flows northward through the city of Winnipeg,
Manitoba Province, Canada to Lake Winnipeg which is drained
by the Nelson River into the Hudson Bay (Harrison & Bluemle,
1980) .
The RRV is predominantly an agricultural area (Harrison
& Bluemle, 1980).

In fact, agriculture is the main generator

of wealth in North Dakota (Robinson, 1966).

The most common

crops grown are wheat, small grains, sugar beets, sunflowers,
and potatoes (Harrison & Bluemle, 1980).

Although the RRV is

predominantly an agricultural area, the pattern of
agriculture has changed over the years (Danbom, 1995).

For

instance, today there are fewer farms in the state; however,
the average size of the farms have nearly doubled (Danbom,
1995).

Because of the decline in the number of farms in the

state there has been a trend of migration to urban places.
The 1990 census revealed that 53 percent of the state's
population lived in urban places in the state for the first
time in the state's history (Danbom, 1995).
North Dakota Ethos
Robinson (1966) stated that in North Dakota the
"conditions of existence, reflected in the history of the
state, shaped the character of its people"

(p. 547)*

Robinson also noted that the character of the North Dakota
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people was different than that of other Americans.

First,

North Dakota had a large percent of foreign-born residents.
In fact, nearly 69 percent of North Dakota residents were of
foreign descent in 1920.
is a rural state.

Second, North Dakota was and still

Almost 86 percent of the residents in 1920

reported living in the country or small towns.
During the early 1900s the people of North Dakota did
not feel at home in North Dakota for several reasons.

First,

the people of North Dakota were experiencing an emotional
crisis and experienced cycles of depression and elation.

The

depression stemmed from farm losses that resulted in bank
failures, crop failures, and drought.

Elation stemmed from

the excitement of increasing wheat and land prices.

Second,

the people of North Dakota experienced feelings of anxiety
about the weather and its potential to create a good or bad
year for farmers.

Third, feelings of inferiority to the rest

of the nation were present among the North Dakota population
largely due to the remoteness and alienation from mainstream
American life.
The life of the North Dakota people changed in several
ways in the mid 1900s (Robinson, 1966) .

One change was that

:he majority of people who lived in the state after 1950 were
native born rather than foreign born.

Additionally, more

people ware employed in nonagricultural jobs than in previous
eras.

These changes helped North Dakotans break down their
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feelings of remoteness and isolation that were so prominent
prior to the 1950s (Robinson, 1966),
These conditions helped shape the character of North
Dakotans.

In the mid 1900s, the people of North Dakota were

known for their courage, o^^imism, warmhearted
neighborliness,

individualism, and loyalty to the state

(Robinson, 1966) .

Residents began to take pride in the fact

that they could withstand the harsh winters.

More

importantly, North Dakotans were considered to be family
oriented.

In 1961, the state had the third-lowest divorce

rate in the nation (Robinson, 1966) .
Today the people of North Dakota still possess the
positive qualities of their predecessors of the 1950s
(Danbom, 1995).

Additionally, while North Dakota is still

considered an agricultural state, North Dakotans have
overcome the remoteness they felt from the rest of American
society.

Today people who live in North Dakota read the same

books, wear the same style of clothes, eat the same types of
food, and shop at the same chain retail stores as people
elsewhere in the United States (Danbom, 1995).

Additionally,

women in North Dakota, like women across America, are
becoming more assertive at home and in the workplace and are
choosing to remain single (Danbom, 1995).

Additionally,

couples are less reluctant to get divorced than in previous
years.

In fact, the divorce rate in North Dakota has nearly
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quadrupled between 1970 and 1990 (Danbom, 1995) .
women are in the work force than ever before.

Also, more

Married women

with children at home, in fact, are the fastest growing
segment of the work force (Danbom, 1995).
Flooding in the Red River Valiev
Flooding in the Grand Forks and East Grand Forks
(GF/EGF) area is not new to area residents.

In fact, low-

lying areas in GF/EGF are moderately flooded every other year
(Harrison & Bluemle,

1980).

There are several reasons for

the consistent flooding along the RRV.

One reason is due to

the northward flow of the river (Harrison & Bluemle, 1980).
Due to the northward flow of the Red River, streamflow
velocities are low as a result of slow thawing in the
northern drainage system.

This slow stream flow results in

slower draining of the river which, in turn, increases the
likelihood of flooding in the area (Harrison & Bluemle,
1980) .
Another reason the RRV frequently floods is due to the
accumulation of large amounts of snowfall in some winters.
The average amount of snowfall for the GF/EGF area is 38
inches (North Dakota State Water Commission, 1997).

The snow

and ice which accumulates usually remains until April when
they then melt rather suddenly.

The result of this sudden

thaw is comparable to several months of precipitation falling
within only a few days.

Whenever there is an abundance of
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snowfall in the area there is an increased likelihood that
flooding will occur (Harrison & Bluemle,

1980).

Yet another reason for the frequent flooding in the
GF/EGF area is due to the composition of the soil.

If an

area experiences a large amount, of rainfall in the fall, the
soil becomes saturated with moisture as it freezes.

The soil

will then be unable to soak up much of the moisture from the
spring thaw which, in turn, increases the possibility of
flooding (Harrison & Bluemle,

1980) .

Although mild flooding is common in the GF/EGF area,
there have also been some severe floods over the years.
Excluding 1997, the greatest recorded floods (accurate
records of flooding were not documented until after 1882)
along the RRV occurred in 1897, 1950, and 1979 (Harrison &
Bluemle, 1980).
The flood of 1897 occurred 27 years after the first
settlers arrived in the state.

The first settlers arrived

from Norway, and therefore, the majority of the population in
the area were foreign born in 1897.

Additionally, the

residents of the North Dakota and northern Minnesota areas in
the late 1800s were primarily farmers or employed in some
type of business that was associated with the farm industry.
The flood of 1897 devastated people associated with the
agriculture business as many livestock were lost.

Moreover,

the flood not only affected people in the agriculture
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business, it also affected people in non-agricultural
businesses.

As Harrison and Bluemle (1980) note,

the flood

suspended work in all but six of East Grand Fork's
businesses.
The floods of 1950, 1979 and 1997 occurred after a
significant demographic and occupational shift in North
Dakota.

After the 1950s, more residents held non-

agricultural jobs, and thus, were more likely to live in more
urban areas such as Fargo, Grand Forks, or Bismarck (Harrison
& Bluemle, 1980).

As a result, the 1950 flood forced 275

families in Grand Forks to evacuate (Harrison & Bluemle,
1980).

Many businesses were also required to shut down for a

period of time leaving people without jobs

(Harrison &

Bluemle, 1980).
The flood of 1979 was more severe than those of 1897 and
1950

(Harrison & Bluemle, 1980) because it affected parts of

GF/EGF that had not flooded in the past.

This flood forced

approximately 7,500 people from their homes and 6,000 of
these people sustained damage as a result of the flood
(Harrison & Bluemle, 1980).

Not only did families sustain

damage to their homes, but they reported a loss of income as
a direct result of the flood (Valentine, 1979) .
Additionally,

family members were separated from one another

during the flood.

This was primarily because parents worked

long hours in order to protect their homes while children
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were sent to stay with friends or relatives (Valentine,
1979).

Despite all of the problems the flood of 1979 brought

to families, there remained a sense of optimism.

One couple

who had extensive damage to their home, were separated from
their children, and had lost wages as a result of the 1979
flood said "we're not suffering nearly as much as some
people"

(Valentine, 1979).

1997 Red River Valley Flood
Although the GF/EGF area has experienced severe flooding
in the past, no recorded flood has been of equal magnitude to
the flood of 1997 (North Dakota State Water Commission,
1997).

This record flood was due to a combination of the

factors that have contributed to previously recorded floods
including a slow thaw in the north, the high moisture content
of the soil, and a record 97.9 inches (M = 38 inches) of
snowfall

(North Dakota State Water Commission,

1997) .

In mid-February of 1997, the National Weather Service
reported that the crest of the Red River could potentially be
higher than the crest in 1979 which was 48.8 feet (Fargo
Forum Staff, 1997) .

Because of the predicted crest of the

river, community members in GF/EGF began to prepare for a
flood.

In mid-March, community members volunteered to help

prepare for the flood by sandbagging dikes, homes, churches,
schools, and businesses throughout the area.

Other community

volunteers patrolled the dikes to detect cracks or leaks,
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prepared and delivered food for the workers, helped
coordinate volunteer schedules, provided child care, and
engaged in other volunteer projects.

Community members began

to work longer hours in an attempt to fight the flood after a
snow and ice storm, known as Blizzard Hannah, hit the sister
communities on April 4, 1997.

Many residents took time off

from work to try to save their homes, neighborhoods, and the
community from the impending flood.

Additionally,

the

University of North Dakota, along with high schools in the
area, canceled classes to allow students to help the
community and university prepare for the flood.
Despite these heroic efforts, GF/EGF experienced Che
worst flood in over 100 years in mid-April.

On April 18th,

the river began to spill over into the two cities causing
approximately 75 percent of all residents in Grand Forks and
all residents of East Grand Forks to evacuate (Fargo Forum
Staff, 1997).

Some residents of the two cities were not

allowed back to their homes or apartments for as long as two
or three weeks after the flood.

A large proportion of these

residents were faced with flood-damaged homes or apartments
upon their return as 16,000 homes in Grand Forks and 2,500
homes in East Grand Forks sustained flood damage (Fargo Forum
Staff, 1997).

Because of the extent of damage to some

residences, some people were forced to live in temporary
housing provided by the Federal Emergency Management Agency.
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Additionally, it is evident from previous research that
floods result in unemployment,

loss of child care, separation

of family members, extensive material loss, homelessness,
physical and emotional exhaustion, and other stressful
experiences for the residents.

Although the 1997 RRV flood

resulted in many of these negative consequences, no loss of
life occurred as a direct result of the flood.
Statement of Problem
The purpose of this study is to explore the impact of
the 1997 RRV flood on marital relationships.

The social

science research conducted to date on disasters focuses on
the impact of disasters on communities, organizations, and
individuals with a few' studies conducted on families.

The

limited research conducted on families shows that disasters
put strains on families because of the demands of rebuilding
homes and lives, the experience of economic hardships, and
employment disruption (Morrow, 1995) .

The extant research on

marital relationships suggests that couples who have strong
bonds prior to a disaster will develop stronger bonds, while
couples who have weak bonds prior to a disaster will develop
weaker bonds.

However, because of the limited amount of

research on marital relationships the effect of disasters on
marital relations is still somewhat unclear (Morrow, 1995),
and needs further investigation.

The major objective of this

study is to examine how social variables such as
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communication, division of household labor, attitudes towards
gender roles, child care, and employment were affected as a
result of the RRV flood and how couples coped with these
issues.
Sociological Contribution
Research suggests that disasters have profound effects
on communities, organizations, and individuals.

We should

expect families to be devastated by such events as well.
Marital relationships are at the heart of families, extended
families, communities, and society.

However, research on the

impact of disasters on marital relationships is scarce.

The

goal of the present study is to acquire knowledge about the
impact of floods on marital relationships,

thus contributing

insight and knowledge to the social science literature in the
area of disasters.
Disasters are frequently studied through the use of
quantitative methods (Raphael, 1986).

However, the present

study uses a qualitative methodological approach as a means
to understand the impact of the RRV flood on marital
relationships.

Therefore, this study compliments extant

quantitative research by gaining valuable insights into how
disasters affect marital relationships.
Furthermore, by learning about the impact of floods on
marital relationships it may be possible to make disasters
less traumatic in the future not only for couples but also
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for families and communities as well.

Because marriage is at

the center of family and community relationships,
understanding more about the impact of floods on marital
relationships will contribute to a better understanding of
the r o l e ; of families in helping communities recover after
times of great crisis.

CHAPTER II
LITERATURE REVIEW
The following section presents the theoretical framework
for the study.

It does so by first addressing the basic

principles behind the theory.

Second, the disaster

literature is presented by reviewing the psychological,
economical, and social impact disasters have on individuals
and communities.

Third, literature on family and marital

relationships both in times of disasters as well as during
other stressful life events is reviewed.

Lastly, the

theoretical framework for the study is applied to marital
relationships by examining how couples are required to
reconstruct the reality of their relationship following a
disaster.
Symbolic Interactionism
This study examines the social construction of marriage
following the 1997 Red River Valley Flood by using symbolic
interactionism as a framework.

In his book Sociological

Theory, George Ritzer (1988) argues there are seven basic
principles that guide symbolic interactionism.

These

principles are: 1) human beings, unlike lower animals, are
endowed with the capacity for thought;

2) the capacity for

thought is shaped by social interaction; 3) in social
18
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interaction people learn the meanings and the symbols that
allow them to exercise their distinctively human capacity for
thought; 4) meanings and symbols allow people to carry on
distinctively human action and interaction; 5) people are
able to modify or alter the meanings and symbols that they
use in action and interaction on the basis of their
interpretation of the situation; 6) people are able to make
these modifications and alterations,

in part, because of

their ability to interact with themselves, which allows them
to examine possible courses of action, assess their relative
advantages and disadvantages, and then choose one; and 7) the
intertwined patterns of action and interaction make up groups
and societies (p. 300).
According to symbolic interactionists, the "reality of
the world is not merely something that is 'out there' waiting
to be discovered by us, but is actively created as we act in
and toward the world"

(Hewitt, p. 7) .

In creating this

reality, people must first define the situation.

The

definition of the situation, according to Hewitt,

is "an

organization of perception in which people assemble objects,
meanings, and others, and act toward them in a coherent,
organized way"

(p. 56).

Therefore, by defining the

situation, people are able to understand and anticipate the
actions of others.
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In non-problematic situations it is relatively easy for
people to define the situation, give the situation meaning,
and then act on the basis of those definitions.

This is

because the social order of society is assumed and even taken
for granted.

However, in problematic situations the

definition of the situation may become disrupted or
undefined, and the social order of society is no longer taken
for granted.

Therefore, people may lose their ability to

define situations or they may define them in ways differently
than others.

In order to reconstruct the definition of the

situation, as well as one's place in it, the individual must
be able to redefine the situation by finding new meaning for
it.

This is the problem faced by people who experience a

disaster.
Smith and Belgrave (1995) used the symbolic
interactionist perspective in their study of victims
following Hurricane Andrew.

It was evident in their study

that the everyday life and the "taken for granted" reality of
the victims were disrupted as a result of the disaster.
Furthermore, Smith and Belgrave (1995) suggested that the
process of reconstructing reality following a disaster is not
an intentional process but rather a process that emerges as
new routines and rituals are developed to deal with the
disaster situation.

Therefore, the definition of the
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situation after a disaster can be radically different than
the "taken for granted" reality that preceded it.
Disaster Research
The social science literature on disasters has focused
on the effects disasters have on communities, organizations,
and individuals since the early 1900's (Bolin, 1976).

For

instance, studies have shown that individuals and communities
are affected psychologically (Green, Linay, Grace, Gleser,
Leonard, Korol, & Winget, 1990; Tobin & Ollenburger, 1996),
economically (Hall & Landreth,

1975; Hewings & Mahidhara,

1995; Tierney, 1997) and socially (Erikson, 1976; Harvey,
Stein, Olsen, Roberts, Lutgendorf, & Ho, 1995) by disasters.
Psychological Impact
Traumatic events, such as disasters, can have profound
psychological impacts on individuals.

Psychological problems

such as depression, anxiety, and post-traumatic stress
disorder have all been examined by researchers (Green et a l .,
1990; Tobin & Ollenburger, 1996).

For example, research

showed that following the 1993 Midwestern floods, individuals
who had problems with depression and anxiety prior to the
floods were more likely to experience higher levels of
depression and anxiety after the floods.

Depression and

anxiety were also more prevalent after the disaster in
individuals with low income, health problems, and less
education than their higher income, healthier, more educated
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counterparts.

Post-traumatic stress disorder was also more

prevalent in these individuals as well as individuals who
were married, divorced or separated, women, and individuals
who had lost employment as a result of the flood (Tobin &
Ollenburger, 1996).
Not only do disasters have profound psychological
effects on individuals immediately after a disaster, some
research suggests that disasters can have long-term
psychological effects on individuals as well
1990).

(Green et al.,

A follow-up study conducted on the survivors of

Buffalo Creek, West Virginia fourteen years after the
collapse of a dam found that although there was a gradual
decrease in psychological symptoms among residents,
depression, anxiety, and post-traumatic stress disorder were
still common.

Moreover, the prevalence of these problems was

greater in comparison to communities that had not experienced
a disaster.

These results indicate that the psychological

impact of a disaster can be prevalent for several years
(Green et al., 1990).
Because of the negative psychological impact disasters
have on some individuals, researchers have examined mediating
factors such as coping strategies to determine whether
certain strategies provide more protection against negative
psy b ’logical outcomes than

(Hat ley, Stein, Olsen.

Roberts, Lutgendorf, & Ho, 1995; Smith,

1996).

In their
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study of how individuals coped with loss after a disaster,
Harvey and associates

(1995) discovered that two different

types of coping strategies were used.
positive coping.

The first strategy was

Positive coping included spending time on

private reflection, confiding in others, and relying on
social support after the disaster.
second strategy,

Negative coping,

the

included being pessimistic, not using

private reflection, and not having or relying on social
support after the disaster.

Results showed that 25 of 45

(56%) of the respondents reported using negative coping
strategies while 20 of 45 (44%) of the respondents reported
using positive coping strategies.

Those individuals who used

negative coping strategies were more likely to report
interpersonal problems and substance abuse problems following
the disaster.
A study by Smith (1996) also examined coping strategies
used by victims following a disaster.
two types of coping strategies.

Smith again identified

The strategies that emerged

this time were categorized as active or avoidant.

Active

coping is problem-focused because it involves confronting the
problem directly and attempting to change the problem.
Avoidant coping is considered passive and emotion-focused
because it involves attempting to deal with the problem by
not thinking about or avoiding it and its implications.
Active coping was associated with less psychological distress
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and more positive affect in this study.

In comparison,

those

who used avoidant coping had greater psychological distress,
more negative affect, and more physical symptoms.
As the above research indicates, disasters can have
profound psychological consequences for individuals.

More

specifically, research suggests that disasters are more
likely to lead to greater psychological difficulties in
individuals who had psychological problems before a disaster;
individuals with low income, individuals who lost employment
as a result of a disaster, and women are particularly at
risk.

However, research further indicates that psychological

distress can be alleviated by using active coping strategies
such as confronting the disaster directly.
Economic Impact
Disasters also affect communities economically.

Hall

and Landreth (1975) found that during the year after a flood
in Rapid City, South Dakota the city budget of Rapid City had
risen substantially.

Additionally, the unemployment rate

rose for a time immediately after the flood but stabilized
one year following the flood (Hall & Landreth, 1975).
Other research also indicates that the economic sector
of a community suffers following a disaster (Tierney, 1997).
This can be due to damage to local businesses, the inability
of customers to be able to travel to open businesses, the
lack of available employees to work, and business owners and
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managers repairing the damage that occurred to their homes
(Tierney, 1997).

However, some research suggests that the

profit of the local business sector may actually rise
following a disaster after businesses reopen and residents
begin purchasing replacement items (Hewings & Mahidhara,
1995).
Social Impact
Not only do disasters effect communities economically,
they also impact communities socially.

Erikson's classic and

award-winning study (1976) examined the impact a flash flood
in Buffalo Creek, West Virginia had on the community.

The

flash flood, caused by a dam collapse, happened suddenly and
unexpectedly resulting in the death of 125 people and leaving
5,000 residents homeless.

This disaster brought both

individual trauma and collective trauma to the residents of
Buffalo Creek.

Individual trauma, according to Erikson, is a

"blow to the psyche that breaks through one's defenses so
suddenly and with such force that one cannot respond
effectively" (p. 110).

Collective trauma, in comparison, is

a "blow to the tissues of social life that damages the bonds
attaching people together"

(p. 110).

The community of

Buffalo Creek was unique because it experienced this latter
type of trauma.

This once close-knit community had turned

into a place where the sense of community closeness once
present was destroyed by the flood.

Prior to the dam
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collapse, Buffalo Creek was a place where community and
family bonds were extremely strong and where the family
provided a place of warmth and security for members of this
community.

More specifically, people in Buffalo Creek gained

their identity from their family and community rather than
from the work they did or the way they lived (Erikson, 197 6) .
However,

following the flash flood this sense of community

and family closeness was lost.

This, in turn, led to the

loss of identity for many residents.

Families in Buffalo

Creek began to fall apart as family members could not cope
with the death of loved ones.

At least one person from each

family in Buffalo Creek died as a result of the flash flood
and this increased the community trauma.

Marriages also

began to have problems as couples struggled with intimacy.
Erikson stated:
Human relations along Buffalo Creek took their shape
from the expectations pressing in on them from all sides
like a firm but invisible mold; they had been governed
by the customs of the neighborhood, the traditions of
the family, the ways of the community. And when the
mold was stripped away by the disaster, something began
to happen to those relationships. This was true of
everyday acquaintances; it was doublv true of marriages.
(p. 218)
The long-term social disruption experienced in Buffalo
Creek is atypical.

Most research suggests that communities

pull together during and after disasters (Harvey et al.,
1995).
Hull,

Following the 1993 Midwestern floods, residents of
Illinois reported that the community came together to
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help each other during and after the flooding (Harvey et a l .,
1995) .

The community of Hull was also different than the

Buffalo Creek community because the residents spoke with more
optimism and hope about the disaster than did the residents
of Buffalo Creek.

Strong community bonds, combined with the

sense of optimism and hope, may help people with the healing
process after a natural disaster.
Not only have the economic and social consequences of
disasters been examined, but how communities are able to
recover following disasters has also been studied.

One route

to recovery is with the help of involuntary and voluntary
organizations.

For example, the role and function of the

Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) has been
extensively researched to document methods to improve the aid
offered by governmental assistance to individuals and
communities
1995) .

(Forrest, 1986; Abernathy & Weiner, 1995; Neal,

Additionally,

studies conducted on voluntary

organizations suggest that the use of volunteer resources
such as The Red Cross, Salvation Army, and church
organizations helps both individuals and communities to
recover quicker after a disaster (Rosse, 1993).

In fact, the

primary function of the Red Cross has been to provide
assistance to victims of disasters since the organization was
founded in 1861 (Brown, 1979).
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In summary,

the research suggests that communities are

socially affected by disasters.

Moreover, communities can be

affected so severely that they never recover from a disaster.
However, this is atypical.

Strong community bonds, optimism

and hope following a disaster may help people with the
healing process after the disaster.

Additionally, when

communities and its members rely on assistance from voluntary
and involuntary agencies, they are more likely to recover
quickly.

Moreover, research indicates disasters may actually

pull communities closer together.
Family and Marital Relationships
The question "what is a family?" is a difficult question
to answer.

The difficulty partially arises because of the

numerous definitions of family that are found in the
literature.

For instance, the United States Bureau of the

Census defines family as "any two or more related people
living in one household"

(Rice, pg. 3) .

However, this

definition suggests that in order to be part of a specific
family an individual must live under the same roof as other
family members.

Therefore,

this definition suggests that

once older children move away from their parents they are no
longer considered part of their parents' family.

Thus, this

definition implies that households define families.
Similar to the definition developed by the United States
Bureau of the Census, other definitions of family tend to
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eliminate other groups in society from their definitions of
family.

For instance, a definition of the family developed

by Winch (1971) focuses solely on the family as a function of
childrearing, and thus leaves out families with no children.
Other definitions tend to eliminate cohabiting couples, gay
and lesbian couples, single parent families, and communal
living situations

(Rice, 1996).

Because of the restricted

definitions of family, a more comprehensive definition was
developed by Rice (1996).

According to Rice, a family is:

any group of persons united by the ties of marriage,
blood, or adoption, or any sexually expressive
relationship, in which (1) the adults cooperate
financially for their mutual support and care of the
children, (2) the people are committed to one another in
an intimate, interpersonal relationship, and (3) the
members see their identity as importantly attached to
the group with an identity of its own. (p. 4)
This definition of family has advantages over the other
definitions primarily because it breaks down stereotypes of
what constitutes a family and is broader.

This definition of

a family includes married couples with or without children,
single-parent families, extended families, cohabiting
couples, gay or lesbian couples, and communal couples (Rice,
1996) .
Another reason it is difficult to define what
constitutes a family is because the functions of the family
have changed significantly over the years (Rice, 1996).

One

of the most significant changes in the function of the family
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is the reason people decide to marry.

People traditionally

married for economic security, to attain social status, to
reproduce and raise children, and to provide goods and
services to each other (Gergen & Gergen,

1988).

Today people

typically marry for love, companionship, and the satisfaction
of emotional needs (Gergen & Gergen,

1988).

This change has

created higher personal expectations for marriage and the
family (Rice, 1996).

Furthermore, because of these higher

expectations placed on marriage there is a greater chance of
disappointment which in turn may lead to higher divorce rates
(Rice, 1996).

It: is estimated that today nearly 50 to 60

percent of new marriages are likely to end in divorce (Rice,
1996).

This rate is significantly higher than for previous

years.
Another change that has occurred in the family over the
years is a move toward a more democratic family type (Rice,
1996) .

Throughout most of history,

the father was seen as

the head of the household and the one who had authority over
the rest of the family members (Rice, 1996).

Today there is

a shift away from this patriarchal model to a more democratic
family type where women are treated more as equals and given
more voice in the family decisions

(Vannoy, 1991).

In her

research on couples, Schwartz (1994) found that couples who
had peer marriages were those who had egalitarian
relationships in four areas: child care, employment, division
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of household labor, and attitudes toward gender roles.

Those

in peer marriages reported being more satisfied in their
marriages.
Additionally, there has been a change in the trends
associated with marriage and the family over the years (Rice,
1996).

For instance, both marriage and birth rates have

decreased while the age at which people marry has increased
slightly.

In 1993, the average age at first marriage for men

and women was 26.5 years and 23.9 years respectively.

Yet

another new trend in recent years is that more women are
entering the work force than compared to prior years (Rice,
1996).

In fact, today women with preschool or grade school

children are more likely to be employed than women with no
children (Rice, 1996) .
It is apparent that the family has changed significantly
over the years.

Although the result of all the changes is

largely toward a more democratic family type, this ideal has
not always been achieved (Rice, 1996).

Additionally, the

family is likely to continue to change as new needs and
desires arise.

It is important to realize that the changes

that have occurred and those which will occur in the future
do not mean that marriage and the family are dying (Rice,
1996).

Rather marriage and the family will continue to

thrive despite these changes.

In fact, marriage remains the

most popular voluntary institution in our society today as
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nearly 90 percent of the population will marry at least once
in their lifetime (Olson & Frien, 1997) .
Families and Disasters
Prior to the late 1960s, the majority of the social
science literature in the area of disaster research focused
on the impact of disaste
individuals.

on communities, organizations, and

However, since the late 1960s research has

begun focusing more on the impact of disasters on families
(Bo3in, 1976).

This body of research indicates that

disasters have profound effects on families.

Disasters put

strain on families because of the demands of rebuilding homes
and lives, the experience of economic hardships, and
employment disruptions (Morrow,

1995).

Even though disasters put unique strains on families,
some research suggests that during times of disasters family
bonds increase as family members pull together for support
(Drabek & Boggs,
Morrow,

1995).

1968; Drabek, Key, Erickson, & Crowe, 1975Drabek and Boggs (1968) found that during a

disaster families were more likely to evacuate together as a
family rather than separately.

Also, when families were

warned about an impending disaster by relatives they were
more likely to evacuate to the relative's home than to
shelters or hotels.
Morrow (1995) studied families three years after
Hurricane Andrew.

The results showed that 429 of 1,300 (33%)
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of the respondents in the study were warned about the storm
from relatives and these respondents evacuated to the homes
of relatives.

Thus, Morrow's results were consistent with

the results of Drabek and Boggs' study.
Mot only have relatives been found to be a source of
warning prior to disasters and places to evacuate to during a
disaster, but relatives have also been found to be a source
of aid for families before, during, and after disasters
(Bolin, 1976; Drabek, Key, Erickson, and Crowe, 1975; Morrow,
1995).

Drabek et al,

(1975) examined the patterns in kin

relationships prior to, immediately following, and three
years after a disaster.

Results showed that prior to and

immediately after the disaster, victims were more likely to
receive aid from relatives than from any other source.
Additionally, Bolin (1976) and Morrow (1995) found that
families rely on relatives as a source of aid before and
after disasters more than any other source.
Despite the apparent benefits of receiving aid from
relatives, there can also be negative repercussions of such
aid.

For example, Bolin (1976) found that the more serious

the consequences of the disaster the less likely the victims
relied solely on the aid from kin.

Additionally, the more a

family relied on aid from extended kin the less likely the
family was to regain housing equal to what they had lost and
to recover emotionally from the disaster.

Therefore, while
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families are a source of support and strain before, during,
and after a disaster, the effect of that support can be
positive or negative.
Following disasters it is important that individuals
reorganize the interactions of their primary world of family
and friends as well as their secondary world of community
relationships (Quarentelli & Dynes, 1985).

Quarentelli and

Dynes (1985) suggest that disaster victims move through three
phases when attempting to reorganize their primary and
secondary interactions.
disaster phase.

The first phase is a known as the

During this phase, victims are faced with

the disaster itself and required to find the energy and
resources to face the onslaught of the disaster.
phase is the transition from disaster to normalcy.

The second
This

phase is characterized by the reinstatement of the daily
routines of the predisaster period.
as the postdisaster phase.

The third phase is known

In this final transitional phase,

disaster victims develop new routines and rituals in an
attempt to reconstruct and redefine the new meaning of their
everyday life following the disaster.
Although the three phases identified by Quarentelli and
Dynes (1985) are helpful in identifying the key periods of
disruption and reconstruction that victims go through in
times of disasters, it is important to realize that recovery
does not always mean that life after the disaster will mirror
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that which existed prior to the disaster.

Rather, disasters

can have lasting impacts on victims by affecting life course
changes, gender role relations, and generational
relationships (Smith & Belgrave, 1995).
Racial and Social Economic Status and Disasters
Because research indicates that disasters
disproportionately impact minority groups and low income
families (Aguirre, 19S8) it is essential to consider the
racial and economic background of the family.

Minority

groups and low income families are more likely to suffer
severe home damage as a result of disasters

(Perry & Lindell,

1991), they are more likely to need extensive recovery
assistance (Phillips, 1993), and they are usually the last to
recover (Morrow & Enarson, 1996).

Because of these social

facts, minority and low income families are often forced to
evacuate to a relative's home for long periods of time and
also to look to extended family for financial support after a
disaster (Drabek & Boggs, 1968; Drabek, Key, Erickson, &
Crowe, 1975; Morrow,

1995).

Low income families are also

less likely to regain housing equal to what they had prior to
a disaster and less likely to recover emotionally after a
disaster (Bolin, 1976) primarily because they are less likely
to receive assistance from authorities or government agencies
following a disaster (Morrow, forthcoming) and more likely to
receive loans from the Small Business Administration than
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families with a higher social economic status (Rossi, Wright,
Weber-Burdin, & Pereira, 1983).
Elderly and Disasters
Like minority families and low income families, elderly
families are often at a disadvantage during and after
disasters.

Bolin and Klenow (1983) examined the long-term

impacts of disasters on the elderly and found that elderly
victims were more likely to be injured in the disaster, were
more likely to have a death in the household as a result of
the disaster, were less likely to utilize available aid, and
were slower to recover economically from a disaster than the
nonelderly victims.
Women and Disasters
In addition to examining how social variables such as
race, socioeconomic status, and age effect families afterdisasters, it is important to address the effect of gender on
disaster outcomes.

Women's experiences have often been

ignored in disaster research (Bolin, Jackson, & Crist, 1996;
Morrow & Enarson,

1996) .

The data that have been obtained

about women's experiences with disasters suggest that men and
women respond to and react to disasters differently.

For

example, research suggests that women more often consult with
friends and relatives before evacuating than men (Drabek &
Boggs, 1968), may be more likely to believe the disaster
warning than men (Turner, Nigg, Paz, & Shaw-Young,

1981), and
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may be more likely to respond to the disaster warning than
men (Neal, Perry, & Hawkins,

1982) .

Results from a study after Hurricane Andrew showed that
women and men are more likely to assume gender stereotypical
roles during every phase of a disaster.

For instance, women

were more likely to prepare the family and home for the
hurricane, they were more likely to reestablish their
families into new homes and communities following the
hurricane, were more likely to wait in long lines for
assistance, and were responsible for the majority of the
chores in the domestic sphere (especially child care duties)
during every phase of the disaster.

In contrast, men were

responsible for preparing the outside of the home for the
disaster as well as repairing the structural damages of their
homes and the community after the hurricane.
Not only do men and women tend to play gender
stereotypical roles during and after a disaster, but research
has shown that there are other differences in how men and
women behave during times of disaster.

For example, because

women are more likely to be in lower paying jobs with less
security than men, women who lose work as a result of
disasters are less likely to find new employment (Morrow &
Enarson, 1996).
In summary,

the social science literature on families

and disasters shows that families can be both a source of
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support and strain before, during, and after a disaster.

It

is also apparent that certain types of families are at a
greater risk than others.

More specifically, research

suggests that minority groups, low income families, the
elderly, and women are a greater risk during times of
disasters.
Marital Relationships and Disasters
Since the 1970s, there have been vast gains in the
understanding of the impact of disasters on families.
Despite these gains, the research on the impact of disasters
on marital relationships is still sparse and our
understanding of the impact of disasters on marital
relationships remains unclear (Morrow, forthcoming).
Despite the paucity of research on the impact of
disasters on marital relationships,
important findings.

there have been four

First, divorce rates may increase

following a disaster (Swarns, 1993; Morrow & Enarson, 1996;
Morrow,

forthcoming).

For instance, divorce rates increased

nearly 30 percent two months after Hurricane Andrew (Swarns,
1993) .
Second, domestic abuse may increase following a
disaster.

After Hurricane Andrew,

informants reported an

increase in violent relationships with their spouses.

This

increase was attributed to the shortage of money as well as
the stress of living in tents, cars, and half-repaired homes
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(Morrow & Enarson, 1996).

However, Enarson (1997) found that

this increase in domestic violence was not due to new cases
but was mainly from previous domestic violence cases.

This

suggests that disasters appear to heighten predisaster
relationship issues.
The third finding, and most significant to the current
study, suggests that disasters appear to heighten predisaster
relationship issues, both negative and positive.

Harvey et

a l . (1995) found that following the 1993 Midwestern floods,
flood victims' written narratives indicated that roughly -.0
of 45 (67%) of the respondents reported that their marriage
or relationship with a significant other suffered problems
prior to the flood.

These respondents further reported that

during the flood preexisting problems with their significant
others were exacerbated.

Therefore, coping with the flood

made the marriage/relationship even more problematic.

In

contrast, 15 of 45 (33%) of the respondents reported that
their marriage was "good" before the flood.

These same

respondents stated that the flood had strengthened their
marital relationship.
Disasters are considered problematic situations.
According to symbolic interactionism, when problematic
situations arise, people need to redefine the situation and
this includes the "reality" of their marriage.

This is done

primarily through communication and interactions with one
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another.

Couples who have problems in their marriage prior

to the disaster may find it difficult to communicate with one
another in order to successfully redefine the situation.
This could ultimately lead to further problems in their
marriage.
A study was conducted on victims of an explosion in the
world's largest explosives factory located in Johannesburg,
South Africa (Barling, Bluen & Fain, 1987) to assess marital
satisfaction among the couples employed in the factory at the
time of the blast.

Barling et a l . (1987) found that marital

satisfaction did not decrease following the explosion.
Instead, results showed that both at two weeks and two months
following the blast individuals scored in the range of
maritally satisfied couples.

Satisfaction was highest for

those couples who reported having a lot of social support.
This research contradicts the other research done which
suggests that marital satisfaction decreases after a
disaster.
While the impact of disasters on marital relationship is
still unclear,

it does indicate that disasters impact marital

relationships.

More specifically, the research suggests that

disasters may heightened the predisaster relationship issues.
Marital Relationships and Stressful Life Events
As noted above, the literature on the impact of
disasters on marital relationships is limited.

However,
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there is a substantial body of literature on the impact of
other stressful life events on marital relationships.

It

suggests that stressful life events can have profound effects
on the quality of marital relationships (Umberson, 1995).
One stressful life event that has been studied
extensively is the death of a family member.

The death of a

family member has been shown to affect relationships between
ssirviving family members in several ways (Bromaix, Riba, &
Trahan, 1996; Littlefield & Silverman, 1991; Umberson, 1995) .
The death of a family member may lead to an increased level
of closeness or to an increased level of strain in the
relationships among surviving family members (Umberson,
1995) .

Some studies have been conducted on the death of a

parent (Umberson, 1995) while others focus on the death of a
child (Broman, Riba, & Trahan,

1996; Littlefield & Silverman,

1991) with regards to marital satisfaction.

Umberson's

(1995) research suggests that both the death of a mother and
the death of a father affect the marital relationship of
adult children.

A decline in social support, unwillingness

or inability to communicate,

lack of empathy, and excessive

expectations from the spouse were reasons cited for the
increase in marital strain following the loss of a parent.
Besides the death of parents, the effects of the death
of children on couples has also been examined.

The death of

a child is suggested to be the harshest and cruelest of
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stressful events for a couple to endure (Broman et al.,
1996) .

The death of a child has been commonly reported to be

a significant source of marital discord for couples
(Littlefield & Silverman, 1991) .

Littlefield and Silverman

found that when wives believed that their husbands had
contributed a faulty gene that led to the death of their
child, they reported being less satisfied with their
marriage.

Furthermore, wives were less satisfied with their

husbands' marital behaviors such as companionship, affection,
support, and sharing of tasks after their child's death.
Another reason for the increase in marital dissatisfaction
among the wives was due to the greater parental involvement
that they invested in the child care responsibilities, thus
leading to greater feelings of loss (Littlefield & Silverman,
1991) ,
In contrast to Littlefield and Silverman (1991) and to
what may be expected, some research has demonstrated that the
death of a child does not affect marriages as negatively as
prior research suggests (Broman et al., 1996).

While Broman

et a l . hypothesized that marriages would be adversely
affected by the death of a child, they discovered that the
opposite was true.
It is important to note that the Broman et al.

(1996)

study differed from the Littlefield and Silverman (1991)
study in two important ways.

First, Broman et a l . (1996)
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used a large, random sample to predict the impact of the
death of a child on marital relationships whereas Littlefield
and Silverman used a more specialized population.

The second

difference between the studies is that Broman et a l . (1996)
examined the role of spousal support as a moderator of
traumatic events;

Littlefield and Silverman focused on the

reason for the death of a child.

The inconsistent findings

on the impact of the death of a child on marital
relationships suggests that there is a lack of clarity in the
limited research that exists on marital relationships and
traumatic events.

This lack of clarity could be partially

due to the fact that quantitative studies do not include
enough mediating variables to adequately measure the effect
of stressful life events in families.
Broman et al.

(1996) also examined two other stressful

life events with regards to their impact on marital
relationships.

One of these events was whether the spouse

suffered from a chronic illness.

Like the death of a child,

chronic illness did not contribute to marital dissatisfaction
among couples.

A second event, criminal victimization, was

also examined.

Unlike the death of a child and chronic

illness, criminal victimization did result in marital
dissatisfaction.

However, marital dissatisfaction was

reported only when there was lower than average spousal
support reported.
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Marital interactions during other stressful experiences
have also been examined.

One study examined Israeli couples

faced with uncertainty about their future because of the
Middle East peace agreement (Ben-David & Lavee, 1996) .

Ben-

David and Lavee's findings showed that 66 percent of the
couples who experienced this uncertainty reported poor
communication with their

Besides communication

problems, approximately 23 percent of the couples reported
more distance from their spouse because of the stress of the
uncertainty.

However, one-third of the couples reported no

change in their relationship as a result of the peace process
and 37 percent of the couples reported becoming closer to
their spouse as a result of the uncertainty.

This research

is consistent with the literature that suggests that
stressful events can either weaken or strengthen a
relationship.

However, the article did not give reasons, nor

did it speculate, as to why certain relationships did not
change, became stronger, or weaker.
Other events such as the loss of employment (Liker &
Elder, 1983; Larson, 1984; Liem & Liem, 1988) and the birth
of a child (Belsky, Spanier, & Rovine, 1983; Belsky, Lang, &
Huston,

1986; Belsky & Pensky, 1988; MacDermid, Huston, &

McHale,

1990) have also been examined to determine their

effects on marital relationships.

Economic hardship has been

known to produce changes in marital satisfaction.

Economic
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loss, especially for husbands, has been shown to result in a
decrease in marital satisfaction among middle and working
class families {Liker & Elder, 1983).

Under personal

economic pressure, men are more likely to become tense,
irritable, explosive, and difficult to live with as a result
of the economic pressure {Liker & Elder, 1983),
decreases marital quality.

This

However, not all couples that

deal with economic hardship experience a decline in marital
quality.

Couples whose marital bond is strong before the

economic hardship are more likely to experience marital
stability during and after the economic hardship (Liker &
Elder, 1983).
Additionally, unemployment has been linked with
separation and divorce among white-collar and blue-collar
workers (Liem & Liem, 1988).

Blue-collar workers who are

unemployed report lower levels of agreement, poorer
communication, and less harmony in their family relations
(Larson, 1984).

These findings indicate that economic

pressures such as unemployment do impact the marital
quality/satisfaction of couples.
Another life event that results in change for married
couples is the birth of a child.

The birth of the first

child has been shown to be associated with a decline in
marital quality (Belsky, Spanier & Rovine, 1933; Belsky &
Pensky, 1988).

This decline in marital quality is more often
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present in couples whose household division of labor becomes
less egalitarian following the birth of a baby (Belsky et.
a l ., 1986).
Finally, MacDermid, Huston, & McHale (1990) suggest that
marital quality for a couple following the birth of the first
child is related to gender-role attitudes, and division of
household labor.

For instance,

the marital quality of a

couple declines when the father assumes a greater proportion
of housework despite holding more traditional gender-role
attitudes.
As shown, the social science research on the families
and marital relationships during disasters and other
stressful life events is scarce.

The extant research

suggests that marital relationships that were strong prior to
a disaster or tra.uma.tic event become stronger (Harvey et a l .,
1995) .

In contrast, marital relationships that were weak

prior to a disaster or traumatic event become weaker (Harvey
et al., 1995).

However, other research suggests that

disasters and traumatic events have no impact on marital
relationships (Barling et al, 1987; Broman et al., 1996).
Taken together,

there is an inconsistency in the limited

research conducted.
Symbolic Interactionism and Marriage
The symbolic interactionist perspective suggests that
reality is created, maintained, and recreated through
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conversations with significant others
1964; Smith & Belgrave,

1995).

(Berger & Kellner,

Furthermore, Berger and

Kellner suggest that each partner comes to these interactions
with different realities.

We might expect this to occur with

a couple when they come together and eventually marry.

This

is due mainly to the fact that each partner has experienced
different face-to-face conversations in their previous
interactions with other people prior to the marriage.
Therefore, when marriage occurs the couple must redefine the
new situation in order to be able to find concordance between
their definitions of reality.
Kellner,

According to Berger and

this is done primarily through conversation.

Although Berger and Kellner (1964) suggest that each
partner has a different view of reality,

they also suggest

that both partners come to the marriage with general
definitions and expectations of what the relationship should
entail.

These definitions and expectations are considered to

be "taken for granted" as a result of the way people are
socialized in society.

Because of these "taken for granted"

expectations of marriage, partners also anticipate stepping
into certain roles associated with marriage.

Hewitt

(1997)

defines a role as "an organized set of ideas or principles
that people employ in order to know how to behave"

(pg. 59).

Therefore, after a person has defined a particular situation
the individual will adopt roles that he/she believes should
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be adhered to when interacting in that situation.

Winton

(1995) suggests that when these expectations are not
fulfilled, the marriage may begin to develop
problems/difficulties.

This he suggests, is a main reason

for divorce.
Symbolic Int iractionism, Marriage, and Disasters
Disasters destroy the rituals and routines that comprise
people's everyday lives.

Therefore, people need to

reorganize and redefine their rituals and routines in order
to make sense of the situation they have been forced to
endure.

For example, after disasters couples must define the

situation and make various adjustments in their relationships
with one another in order to reconstruct a "new" reality
(Reiss & Oliveri, 1991).
It seems evident that following a disaster such as a
flood, couples are forced to redefine their situation and
ultimately their marriage.

This and the previous studies

help with the present study which is to examine the impact of
the 1997 RRV flood on marital relationships within the
theoretical perspective known as symbolic interactionism.
Research Questions and Contribution.
The present study utilizes a qualitative methods
approach, and therefore, consists of no hypotheses.
several research questions will be pursued.

However,

The general

research questions that will be examined are: What impact did
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the 1997 RRV flood have on marital relationships?

More

specifically, did marital relationships become weaker or
stronger following the flood?

If so, what made these

relationships become weaker or stronger following the flood?
Additionally, did marriages that were strong prior to the
flood become stronger while marriages that were weak prior to
the flood become weaker?
Additional research questions will also be explored.
The focus is on communication, employment, child care,
employment, division of household labor, and attitudes toward
gender roles because these are areas in couples' lives that
they construct and anchor their reality.

The questions

include: How do couples communicate with one another
immediately prior to, during, and after the flood?

Did

either of the partners experience loss of employment as a
result of the flood?

If so, what was the impact of the loss

of employment on the marriage?

Another research question

that will be explored is whether the couple experienced loss
of daycare as a result of the flood.
this loss have on the relationship?

If so, what impact did
Lastly, did couples

retreat to gender stereotypical roles during and after the
disaster?

If yes, what impact did this have on the marriage?

As mentioned above, these research questions will be
explored via qualitative methods.

More specifically,

research questions will be addressed during in-depth

the
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interviews.

The next chapter focuses on the methods used in

the study in more detail.
The social science literature presented in this chapter
suggests that while there is much research on how disasters
affect communities .and individuals, there is a paucity of
research on the impact of disasters on marital relationships.
The goal of this study is to contribute to this understudied
area of social science research by exploring the impact of
the 1997 RRV flood on marital relationships.
Additionally, many of the studies mentioned in this
chapter have relied on quantitative methods to examine how
disasters affect society.

The present study will use

qualitative methods to gain an understanding of the impact of
a disaster on marital relationships.

Such methods will

compliment the quantitative social science literature on
disasters by providing a more thorough and personal
understanding of a disaster from the perspective of those
directly affected by the disaster.

CHAPTER III
METHOD
The present study takes a qualitative methods approach
to explore the impact of the 1997 Red River Valley (RRV)
flood on marital relationships.

Qualitative methods are most

often used as a means to achieve in-depth examination and
understanding of specific cases rather than the examination
and understanding of the "big-picture" which is the focus of
quantitative methods

(Ragin, 1994).

According to Ragin

(1994), qualitative researchers need to be concerned that the
"big-picture" may misrepresent or fail to represent important
social phenomena (Ragin, 1994) .

Therefore, in order to

represent social phenomena in an explicit manner, qualitative
researchers focus their attention on gaining in-depth
knowledge and understanding about specific cases.
Ragin (1994) further suggests that there are three goals
to qualitative research.
giving voice.

The first goal is referred to as

Giving voice means that the goal of the

research is to tell the story of a specific group in society
as a means of enhancing that groups visibility in society.
The second goal is interpreting historically or culturally
significant phenomena.

This goal suggests that the aim of

research is to examine atypical and nonroutine events in
51
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order to gain knowledge about that specific event.
goal, according to Ragin, is advancing theory.

The last

Advancing

theory is the elaboration of ideas and concepts in a new and
different way (Ragin, 1994) .
The present study focuses on two of the three goals of
qualitative research developed by Ragin.

These goals are

giving voice and interpreting historically or culturally
significant phenomena.

As mentioned above, the goal of

giving voice is to tell the story of a specific group in
society.

The present study gives voice to the couples who

participated in the study by including actual quotes from the
interviews with these participants.
Additionally, this study focuses on interpreting
historically or culturally significant phenomena.

As stated

above, this goal suggests that the researcher wants to gain
knowledge about a specific event or situation.

The purpose

of the present study is to gain knowledge about the impact of
the 1997 RRV flood on marital relationships, thus, gaining
knowledge of a historically and culturally significant
phenomena.

This is important because the RRV flood of 1997

was the worst flood experienced by this community in over 100
years.

Therefore,

it is important to learn as much as

possible about the impact this historical event had on the
couples in these communities.
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Disaster research often creates a methodological
challenge for researchers.

One reason for this challenge is

because of the impromptu nature of the disaster setting
(Cisin

Sc

Clark, 1962) .

Cisin and Clark (1962) suggest that

"there is no area of social research in which the scientist
must operate with less freedom than in the field of disaster
study"

(p. 25).

Not only do researchers studying disasters need to be
concerned with this lack of freedom, it is also necessary to
be aware that disasters are unique social situations.
Therefore, disaster research requires special attention.

In

his award-winning book and study on the survivors of the
Buffalo Creek flood, Erikson (1976) states that the
"traditional methods of sociology do not really equip one to
study discrete moments in the flow of human experience"
12).

(p.

Therefore, because of the uniqueness of disaster

settings, it is important for a researcher to be able to
improvise when conducting research in a disaster setting
(Cisin & Clark, 1962).
The methodological approach used was chosen because of
the theoretical framework for the study.

The perspective

chosen for the present study is symbolic interactionism.
According to Winton (1995), when taking a symbolic
interactionists perspective:
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one must try to step into the actor's shoes, to take the
role of the other, to know what is going on in his or
her heart and mind, if we are to truly understand the
individual's action and what it means to him or her. (p.
136)
Furthermore, Winton (1994) suggests that qualitative methods,
especially in-depth interviews, allow the participants to be
seen as "real thinking, talking, and feeling human beings
rather than cold statistics"

(p. 137) .

Therefore,

the

qualitative nature of this study seems to fit this
theoretical perspective best.
Although, Winton suggests that qualitative methods allow
participants to be seen as "real" human beings, many disaster
researchers do not rely on this type of method when
conducting research.

Rather, after reviewing the literature,

it seems apparent that quantitative methods have been a
popular choice in disaster research.

However, in order to

gain in-depth knowledge and understanding about the impact of
the 1997 RRV flood on marital relationships, it is essential
to rely on qualitative methods for this study.

Therefore,

the present study will contribute to the disaster literature
by using qualitative methods to gain valuable insight into
the impact of the 1997 RRV on marital relationships.
Sample
Ten heterosexual married couples participated in the
present study.

Couples were chosen via a chain referral

sampling technique.

A chain referral technique is a method
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"that yields a study sample through referrals made among
people who share or know of others who possess some
characteristics that are of research interest"
Waldorf 1981, p. 141).

(Biernacki &

Thus, each participant was asked if

he/she knew of another couple who would be interested in
participating in the present study.

The response rate of the

chain referral technique in this study was 77 percent.

This

means that out of 13 couples who were contacted for the
study, ten of these couples were willing to participate.
There were two requirements for inclusion in the present
study.

First, couples had to reside in either Grand Forks,

North Dakota or East Grand Forks, Minnesota at the time of
the 1997 RRV flood.

The second requirement for inclusion was

that the couple had to be married at the time of the 1997 RRV
flood.
All ten of the couples had been required to evacuate as
a result of the RRV flood.

However, the amount of damage the

couples suffered as a result of the flood varied.

Three of

the couples suffered no damage, three of the couples suffered
basement level damage, and four couples suffered full damage.
Two of the couples who had suffered full damage were living
in a Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) trailer at
the time of the interview.

The other two couples who

suffered full damage had purchased another home in Grand
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Forks at the time of the interviews.

All other couples were

living in their original homes at the time of the interviews.
Table 1 displays the demographic information for the
participants in this study.

The mean age of the participants

at the time of the interview was 40 years.
the females in the study was 39.1 years.
females ranged from 24 to 53 years.
males in the study was 41.7 years.
ranged from 26 to 55 years.

The mean age of
The age of the

The mean age of the
The age of the males

The average years married for

the participants was 16.3 years.

The duration of marriage

ranged from three to 33 years.
Table 1. Participant Demographic Information
-----------------------------------------------------------------------a................... ......M„, ....__________ Baoss_________ ft.........
A
ge

20

40

24-55

n/a

Fem
ales

10

39.1

24-53

n/a

M
ales

10

41.7

26-55

n/a

Years M
arried

10

16.3

3-33

n/a

Couples with Children

9

n/a

n/a

90

N
um
ber of Children

22

2.4

1-4

n/a

19

n/a

n/a

95

Fem
ales em
ployed

9

n/a

n/a

90

M
ales em
ployed

10

n/a

n/a

100

Em
ploym
ent after flood

17

n/a

n/a

85

Fem
ales em
ployed

7

n/a

n/a

70

M
ales em
ployed

10

n/a

n/a

100

Em
ploym
ent prior to flood
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Table 1 continued.
n

_
_n

Range

%

10

45,000

15,000-75,000

n/a

Caucasian

19

n/a

n/a

95

Latino

1

n/a

n/a

5

G
rand Forks, N
orth D
akota

8

n/a

n/a

m

East G
rand Forks, M
innesota

2

n/a

n/a

20

O
w
n
ed residence at time of flood

8

n/a

n/a

80

Rented residence at time of flood

2

n/a

n/a

20

Years lived at residence

10

8.9

1-29

n/a

A
nnual family incom
e
Ethnicity

City

The vast majority of the couples in the sample had
children (9 out of 10).

The mean number of children the

couples had was approximately two.
varied.

The ages of the children

Four couples had young children at home, three

couples had older children not living at home, and one couple
had no children.
The percentage of the participants who were employed
prior to the flood was 95 percent.

Of these participants, 84

percent of the participants were employed full-time prior to
the flood.

The percentage of females employed prior to the

flood was 90 percent.
employed full-time.

Of these women, 67 percent were
All of the males were employed full-time

prior to the flood.

The percentage of participants employed

after the flood was 85 percent.

The percentage of females

and males employed after the flood was 70 percent and 100
percent respectively.
The average yearly family income at the time of the
interviews was $45,000.

The yearly family income of the

participants ranged from $15,000 to $75,000.

Two couples

reported that their family income had changed significantly
as a result of the flood.
All but one couple in the study were same race couples,
while one couple was interracial.

The vast majority of the

participants were Caucasian (19 of 20).
participant was Latino.

The other

The low percent-age of minorities in

this study is consistent with the ethnic background of the
region.

The percentage of Grand Forks and East Grand Forks

population that is Caucasian is 95.5 percent and 94.3 percent
respectively (United States Bureau of the Census, 1993) .
The majority of the couples lived in Grand Forks, North
Dakota at the time of the flood (8 of 10).

The other 20

percent of the couples lived in East Grand Forks, Minnesota
at the time of the flood.

The percentage of couples who

owned their house at the time of the flood was 80 percent.
The remaining couples (20%) rented at the time of the flood.
The mean years lived at residence at time of flood was 8.9
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years.

The years lived at residence ranged from one to 29

years.
The demographic information of the participants in this
study is representative of the demographic information of the
region.

As mentioned above, approximately 95 percent of the

area is made up of Caucasians.

The percentage of males over

the age of 16 who are in the labor force is 70.5 percent.
The percentage of females over the age of 16 who are in the
labor force is 64.9 percent.

Additionally, 73.6 percent of

females with children under the age of six are in the work
force.

The median age of the residents of Grand Forks and

East Grand Forks is 27,2 and 31.3 years respectively.
median family income for the area is $32,417.

The

Approximately

10 percent of fand lies in the area are considered to be in
poverty (United States Bureau of the Census, 1993) .
The sample for the present study consisted of ten
heterosexual married couples.

When conducting qualitative

research, it is difficult to know what the appropriate number
of participants is for a given study or when data collection
should cease (Glesne & Peshkin, 1992).

In the present study,

the number of participants was chosen for two reasons.
first reason is because of time constraints.

The

In qualitative

research, the data collection phase could go on indefinitely.
However, because researchers do not usually have unlimited
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amounts of time to spend on one project, data collection must
end somewhere.
The second reason data collection usually ends is
because of saturation.

The saturation point is defined by

Glesne & Peshkin (1994) as "the successive examination of
sources yields redundancy, and that the data you have seem
complete and integrated'
not yield saturation,

(p. 1321,

Although this study did

it did approach it as many of the same

themes were mentioned in several of the interviews.
Procedures
The present study used a focused interview approach,
Interviewing is prominent throughout the discipline of
sociology and family sociology (Fontana & Frey, 1994; Winton,
1995; Olson & DeFrain,

1997),

For example, Fontana and Frey

(1994), suggested that “interviewing is a paramount part of
sociology, because interviewing is interaction and sociology
is the study of interaction*

(p. 361) ,

In-depth interviews were conducted with the ten
heterosexual married couples.

The husband and wife were

interviewed separately to allow each of them to tell their
own experiences with the flood.
interviews were conducted.

Therefore, 20 individual

In addition, researchers studying

dyadic relationships have been encouraged to study both
partners separately in order to better understand the
relationships (Thompson & Walker, 1982).
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The interviews were conducted five to eight months after
the flood in April 1997.

More specifically, the interviews

were conducted within, the time period of September' 13, 1997
and December 3, 1997.
pilot interviews.

The first two interviews served as

These two interviews were conducted to

test the interview schedule.
interview,

After conducting the pilot

the interview schedule was changed slightly in

order for demographic information to be asked near the end of
the interview rather than, at the beginning.

The pilot

interviews also served as a means to begin the chain referral
sampling technique.

The couple that was chosen for the pilot

interviews was a couple referred to the researcher by a
friend.
Upon receiving names of a couple, telephone numbers were
found via the local telephone directory.

The couple was then

telephoned to inquire about their willingness to participate
in the study.
calls.

This process typically required two telephone

During the first telephone call one of the spouses

was asked if he/she waited to participate in the study.

This

usually resulted in the spouse saying he/she was willing to
participate but he/she would have to talk to his/her spouse.
Therefore, a follow-up telephone call (typically the
following day) was made to confirm the willingness of both
spouses' participation.

After agreement by both spouses to
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participate in the study, an interview time was scheduled
with each spouse.
At the time of each interview, a consent form was given
to the participant to read, sign, and date (see Appendix 1).
The consent form explained the intent of the study.

It also

allowed the participant a chance to request a copy of the
results of the study upon completion.

Prior to each

interview, the participant was verbally informed about the
study.

This was done by briefly explaining that the purpose

of the study was to examine the impact of the flood on
families and marital relationships.

Furthermore,

the

participants were informed that they would be asked questions
about their family life prior to the flood, immediately
before and during the flood, and after the flood.
At the beginning of each interview, an attempt to
establish rapport with the participant was made in order to
ensure he/she felt as comfortable as possible.

According to

Seidman (1991), rapport "implies getting along with each
other, a harmony with, a conformity to, an affinity for one
another"

(p. 73).

Rapport is important in qualitative

research because it helps reduce the distance between the
researcher and the participant, it serves to reduce the
anxiety level of both the researcher and the participant, and
it helps build trust between the researcher and the
participant (Glesne & Peshkin, 1992).

These factors are all
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important for obtaining good quality data (Glesne & Peshkin,
1992) .
Establishing rapport in this study was done by informing
the participant that he/she could take a break at anytime,
could choose the setting for the interview, could request the
tape recorder to be turned off at anytime, or he/she could
terminate the interview at anytime without fear of negative
repercussions of any kind.
The interviews were conducted in settings where the
participants felt most comfortable.

Seventeen of the

interviews were conducted at the participants' homes, two
interviews were conducted at the participants' work places,
and one interview was conducted at a restaurant.

The place

where the interview was conducted was chosen by the
participant.

This allowed them to choose a location where

they felt most comfortable.
Interviews were approximately one hour in length
although they ranged from 30 minutes to two hours.

Following

several of the interviews, participants shared photographs
and video tapes of their flood-damaged homes and belongings.
The interviews with each couple were scheduled with the
intent of interviewing the husband and the wife as close
together in time as possible.

The majority of the husbands

and wives were interviewed on the same day or the proceeding

64
day that their respective spouses were interviewed.

However,

one couple was interviewed a week apart.
Immediately following each interview, each family
interviewed was given a list of services provided for
families after disasters.

The list included information and

telephone numbers for services such as counseling,

family

violence, crisis lines, health care, daycare providers, and
employment information (see Appendix 2).
The interviews were audio taped, with the permission of
the participants, and were transcribed by the interviewer
after completion of the inters'ew.

The time between the

interview and the transcription /aried from one day to one
month.

However,

the majority of the interviews were

transcribed approximately 1 1/2 weeks after completion of the
in interview.

Complete privacy with confidentiality of the

individuals was assured by not including names in the
transcriptions.

Additionally, consent forms were not

attached to the interview transcriptions.

After all

interviews were transcribed, the audio tapes were destroyed
to provide further confidentiality.
In g. iitative research, participants are used as a
vehicle to gain information.

Once that information is gained

the participant is often forgotten.

Therefore, I thought it

was important to send a note of thanks to each couple as a
means of informing them that their participation was greatly
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appreciated (see Appendix 3).

Additionally, nine of the ten

couples requested a copy of the study.

Each of these couples

will be mailed a copy of the study upon its completion.
Measures
The interviews were semistructured to allow the
participants to tell their experiences without limiting their
responses.

The interviews addiessed questions about the

participants' marital relationships before, during, and after
the flood.

Specifically, the interviews contained questions

related to social issues such as child care, employment,
attitudes about gender roles, and the division of household
labor that were affected as a result of the flood and how
couples handled these issues (see Appendix 4).
These four social issues were chosen because Pepper
Schwartz (1994) in her book, Peer Marriage, suggested that
these four issues have an impact on a couple's marriage.
Schwartz stated that couples who have egalitarian
relationships in these four areas are considered to have a
peer marriage and report being more satisfied in their
marriage.

Therefore, the interview schedule was designed to

probe about tnese four issues before, during, and after the
flood.
Data Analysis
The data analysis phase was a cyclical process.

The

interviews were transcribed throughout the data collection
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phase of the study.

This allowed for some familiarity with

the data as it was being gathered.

More familiarization was

gained by reading the transcriptions several times.

By

reading and rereading the data, some very tentative
conclusions from the data were drawn.

These conclusions

allowed for more data to be collected in a more focused
manner.

Specifically, after conducting interviews with five

couples it was evident that communication patterns between
spouses were being mentioned in several of the interviews.
Therefore, more focused questions about communication issues
were asked in the following interviews.

Communication became

a new and fifth variable.
A master file that included 121 single-spaced pages of
transcribed interview data was created using a word
processing program.

The word processing program that was

used was Microsoft Word 5.1 for Macintosh.
the master file was coded by hand.

The hard copy of

Five categories were used

throughout the first phase of data analysis.

These

categories were 1) "communication", 2) "chores", 3)
"attitudes", 4) "child care", and 5) "work".

After coding

the master file, each of the five categories was separated
into a separate file.

The files were created by using the

copy and paste functions of the word processor.
The data was not only separated by the five categories
mentioned above, the data was also separated for each of the
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participants.

Additionally, phase of time (i.e., before,

during, and after the flood) was used to separate the data.
Therefore, each participant had a separate file for each
phase of the flood (before, during, and after) with regards
to each of the five categories (communication, division of
household labor, gender role attitudes, child care, and
work).

This made it easy to identify what was going on with

each participant with regards to these issues before, during,
and after the flood.
Delimitations and Limitations
A delimitation is defined by Rudestam and Newton (1992)
as "limitations on the research design that you have
deliberately imposed"

(p. 73).

The first delimitation of the

present study is a result of the procedure chosen for
interviewing.

Because the couples were interviewed

separately rather than together two potential couples were
not willing to participate.
participate.

Both couples initially agreed to

However, when they found out that the

interviews would be separate they declined.
A second delimitation of the study is a result of the
sample chosen for the study.

Because the study included only

heterosexual couples who lived in Grand Fork, North Dakota
and East Grand Forks, Minnesota, couples in other communities
located along the RRV who also experienced severe flooding
were not considered.

Additionally, because the study
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included only heterosexual couples it was missing the
experiences and reactions of gay and lesbian couples and
cohabiting couples from the area.
A third and final delimitation of the study is that the
size of the sample for this study is small.

Because of the

small sample size, it was impossible to reach saturation.
Although this study approached saturation, it was not able to
yield saturation as a larger study might have done.
Limitations refer to "restrictions in the study over
which you have no control"

(Rudestam & Newton, 1992, p. 74) .

A limitation of the present study is due to the way the
couples were selected for participation in the study.
Because a chain referral technique was used as a means to
obtain participants, there was limited control over the
participants in the sample.

In chain referral samples,

individuals usually refer others who are similar to them with
regards to social economic status, age, and race.

This is

one reason why the present study includes only one minority
group member.

Another reason why the present study has only

one minority in its sample is because of the region this
study was conducted.

Because the 1997 RRV flood occurred in

a region that is predominately white, the majority of the
participants in the sample are white.
A final limitation of the study is that it is
retrospective in nature.

Participants were asked to recall
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information about certain events/issues that had taken place
in the past.

However, because disasters happen quickly

without significant notice, the only way to study the impact
of a disaster on people is via a retrospective study.

CHAPTER IV
RESULTS
The results section begins by explaining what was going
on with couples before the flood.

It will do this by

examining the issues of communication, division of household
labor, attitudes toward gender roles, child care, work, and
the state of the relationship itself.

The next section

focuses on the couple immediately before and during the
flood.

Once again, the same issues will be addressed.

The

last section examines the couple after the flood by
addressing the same issues as before and during the flood.
Before the Flood
Communication
Reflecting back prior to the flood, the majority of the
couples (70%) characterized their communication with one
another as "good".

In fact, several of these couples

reported that they shared everything with their spouse.
man said: "We talked about everything.

We discussed

everything and made decisions together."
Division of Household Labor
Five of the ten couples (50%) indicated that both
spouses shared household labor almost evenly before the
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flood.

One woman who reported that she and her spouse shared

household tasks before the flood said:
My husband always did the dishes.
I always cooked the
meals. He did all the dishes.
I never did any dishes
in the 33 years we were married.
House cleaning,, he
would help me with that too. He did all the vacuuming
and I did the dusting and cleaning bathrooms.
He has
helped me a lot. He pretty much did all the laundry.
He would sort them and wash them.
I would iron them.
I
was very lucky because he helped so much.
A husband who also indicated that he and his sj :j>use
shared household tasks said:
I think we split the chores evenly. She did the
laundry.
I did the dishes, cleaned the bathroom, and
did the vacuuming. We shared the cooking. That was our
routine.. .when other things came up that we hatin' t
already agreed upon then we talked about it and decided
that way.
In addition to the five couples who said that they
divided household chores almost evenly, three of the ten
couples (30%) reported that both spouses helped but chores
were split by indoor and outdoor activities.

These couples

expressed that the women did nearly all of the indsor chores
such as cooking, cleaning, laundry, dusting, and vacuuming.
The men, in contrast, did nearly all of the outdoor chores
such as snow removal, lawn care, and tree trimming.

One

woman who reported doing all the indoor chores explained:
I mostly did the laundry, cooking, and cleaning. My
husband would do stuff around the house after work.
He
painted the outside of the house. He would rake leaves.
He would cut grass. He usually blew che ©now.

Although the majority of the couples reported that both
spouses contributed in some way to the division of household
labor, some couples (20%) indicated that only one spouse
performed the household tasks.

These couples also reported

that the woman was the spouse who did all of the household
chores.

A woman with two young children said this about

doing all of the household chores:
If I ask him to help me he will, but if we were sitting
on that love seat and I had a basket full of clothes in
front of me he would watch TV and let me fold everyone
of them...he complains that I am a filthy housekeeper
but he doesn't help.
Attitudes Towards Gender Roles
The majority of the couples (80%) reported that they
held similar gender role attitudes prior to the flood.

These

couples shared that they each believed that both spouses
should contribute to child care and household duties.

One

woman explained:
I was happy with our arrangement. It seemed to work out
pretty well.
It kind of comes after a lot of years of
marriage [33 years]. When the kids are gone then there
aren't kids around to help, so he has always been really
good about helping and I think he should be.
I have
always felt that I was very lucky.
A male participant who was actively involved in child care
and household tasks said:
I thought our situation was great.
It was so nice.
Everyday it was just the same thing.
I could have the
house the way I wanted it.
I could do all my laundry.
It was so nice.
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His wife confirmed:

"He doesn't have the attitude that X

should do it all".
Although the majority of the couples were happy with
their current situations, two of the ten couples (20%}
reported, that they did not share the same attitudes about
gender roles as their spouse.

One woman who was responsible

for all of the household chores and child care duties
responded:
It pisses me off because he gets them dirty.
I know he
works hard at work but still as an act of kindness he
could help ine and then we could spend more time
together. I guess he doesn't see it that way.
If he
helped out more in the long run he would be the one who
benefited from it, but he is a man and you can't tell a
man things like that.

.Child,Care
The majority of couples (nine of ten) had one or more
children at the time of the flood.

Of these couples, five

indicated that they had young children living at home prior
to the flood.

As mentioned previously in the work section,

many of the spouses were dual income families.

Therefore,

these couples relied heavily on day care providers.

In fact,

four of the five couples (80%) with young children reported
that their children were in some sort of stable day care
arrangement prior to the flo'’*
Not only did couples report that they utilized day care
providers before the flood, but the majority of couples with

74
young children (3 of 5) said that both spouses took an active
role in child rearing.

One woman explained:

My husband takes our daughter to day care and I pick her
up.
It works well that we both are involved.
Another woman reported:
My husband gets up early and gets the kids ready for
school and day care. That is great because 1 am not a
morning person.
I get home from work at 2:30, so I pick
the kids up from school.
Although 60% of the couples with, small children, said
that both spouses participated, in the child rearing, both
males and females expressed that females were more likely to
perform more of the child rearing duties prior to the flood.
One man stated:
I think that before the flood both of us took turns with
the kids.
It was probably more 60-40 or 70-30 with my
wife doing more of the child rearing than I did.

MgrK
The majority of the participants in this study reported
that they were employed prior to the flood.

In fact, nine of

the ten couples (90%) reported that they were dual income
families before the flood,

Of these nine couples, six

couples (67%) indicated that both spouses had been working
full-time jobs.

Couples often said that their jobs had

consumed the majority of their time.

One woman said this

about her and her husband's work prior to the flood:
Both of us worked during the week everyday. We put in
pretty long days. We probably would go to work between
7:00 or 7:30 in the morning and get home about 6:00 at
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night. So we are workaholics, hut we don't have any
kids at home and we are in real good health so we can do
that,
Another woman reported this about her husband's long
hours spent at his job;
He would go to work between 6:00 and 9:00 in the morning
and not come home until 9:00 at night. He would do that
six days a week, Sunday comes and he is just exhausted
mentally and physically. There is not a wb.el.-. lot. of
time for the family.
This same woman also shared that her husband's job
required him to travel a lot which placed a lot of burden on
her.

She said:
My husband traveled a lot with his new job and every
time he went out of town it snowed a blizzard. The last
blizzard we had, Hannah, he was in Detroit... there I am
with two dogs, two kids, no heat, no power, about to
freeze to death and my husband is out of town in this
big hocsy-tocsy hotel with a hot-tub, room service, and
all these nice expense accounts. 1 was like here it has
happened again.
In addition to the couples where both spouses worked

full-time prior to the flood, three couples (30%) reported
that one spouse worked full-time and the other spouse worked
part-time.

These couples reported that the woman was the one

who worked part-time.

These women conveyed that they enjoyed

having more free time than people who work 40 hours a week or
more.

As one of the woman who worked part-time indicated:
I was only working part-time. I would be done at 2:00
p.m. most days and I would have Fridays off which I
think helped our lives be more calm because I would have
time to do errands and get some of that, stuff done that
people who work 40 hours a week don't always have.
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Out of the nine couples who were dual income families,
eight of the couples (89%) reported that both spouses worked
primarily during the day.

However, one couple reported that

they worked split shifts in order to minimize the amount of
day care they needed.

Additionally,

this couple reported the

split shifts resulted in less time for them to spend with
each other.

The wife shared:

My husband and I were both working before the flood. We
had kind of worked it out so it was split shifts most of
the time. I would work in the morning and he would work
in the evenings. So, I would go to work between 9:00
a.m. and 4:00 p.m. and my husband would work between
2:00 p.m. and 1:30 a.m. So we really didn't see much of
each other besides in passing.

KadJEal.,Balafcisaakics
The majority of the couples (70%) indicated that their
marital relationship was strong prior to the flood.
Similarly, these couples were also more likely to have shared
that they had egalitarian or near egalitarian relationships
compared to the other couples.

One man said this about his

relationship before the flood:
Our relationship before the flood was very good because
we have a very equal type of relationship. We don't, or
I should say neither one of us is controlling in the
relationship.
It is I guess egalitarian. Whenever
something comes up we discuss it and come to an
agreement, so it is not like one of us is
controlling...we both share household tasks and that
sort of thing.
These couples also reported they enjoyed spending time
with each other.

One woman explained:
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We had a good relationship before the flood. We spent
all our time when we are not working together. We both
were involved together in school activities. We don't
socialize outside the home without each other much.
Another woman reported:
I think we were and are pretty close. We do a lot of
things together. We spend a lot of time together. We
have always been able to talk about anything... I think
we talk about just about everything that happens...I
mean I tell him about a lot of things that happen in my
work day and he does the same...We are just good
friends. We have always been really good friends...we
like to go to movies and out to eat together.
Her husband responded in a similar way:
It has always been very good at least in my view point.
We were high school sweethearts, so I kissed her first
when I was 16 and she was 14...I am one of the lucky
guys whose wife likes to go fishing.
So for our 25th
anniversary we went up north in Canada fishing. Many
men have to do that to get away from their wives. We
also discuss nearly everything together.
The other three couples (30%) reported that their
marital relationship was weak prior to the flood.

These

couples were more likely to report that they considered
themselves to have a traditional relationship when compared
to the other couples.

One woman explained her relationship

with her spouse like this:
So our relationship before the flood was I was depressed
and he was working. Or I was depressed and he was gone.
Or I was depressed and there was a blizzard and he was
gone. He tried to comfort me, but he was gone. He
would go to work at 9:00 in the morning and not come
home until 9:00 at night. He would do that six days a
week...there is not a whole lot of time for the family.
Another woman responded this way when asked about her
relationship with her spouse before the flood:
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We had our fights. We really never saw much of each
other except for at nights. We would basically say good
morning and good night to each ocher...otherwise if we
communicated he never heard me. He never heard me before
the flood and he didn't hear me during the flood. We
didn't really have any activities that we liked to do
together on weekends when we were not working. . .1 did
ail of the household chores.
If I didn't it wouldn't
get done.
Immediately Before and During the Flood
Commun ic a t ion
Seven of the ten couples (70%) expressed that they
communicated well with their spouse immediately before and
during the flood.

Couples said that they would discuss such

factors as what they needed to do in order to prepare their
home for the flood and where they should evacuate to.
Although couples reported that communication was good
with their spouse during the flood, seven of the ten (70%)
indicated that the flood was the center of their
conversation.

Many of these couples reported that they could

not talk about anything but the flood.

As one woman stated:

With our own relationship the conversation focused one
way or another around the flood. There was very little
conversation that wasn't ^ out the flood.
Her husband responded:
We would sit down at night and inevitably the
conversation would drift to the flood. We would go to
bed at night and I could tell she was awake. We would
talk and it was the flood.
Even though the majority of couples (70%) reported that
the communication with their spouse was strong during the
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flood, three of the ten couples (30%) reported that they
communicated less with their spouse during the flood.

These

couples indicated that the lack of privacy and separation
from their spouse were the reasons for the decrease in
communication.

For example, two of the three couples

(67%)

who reported less communication were separated from. their
spouse.

One man who was separated from his wife because of

his job said:
I couldn't talk about personal issues with my wife over
the phone because I had a roommate. Also, he would want
to use the phone, so I always felt rushed...It was
rough.
Division of Household Labor
Immediately before and during the flood, couples
reported a change in the division of household labor.

More

specifically, nine of ten couples (90%) indicated that
household labor changed immediately before and during the
flood.

The change that was mentioned most often was that

household chores that were usually performed (e.g., cleaning,
dusting, vacuuming, and dishes) were no longer being
performed by either spouse.

Couples instead said that they

focused all of their energy on preparing their homes and the
community for the flood.
Although couples experienced a change in the type of
household chores they were doing immediately before the
flood, couples still expressed that they had a clear division

80
of labor.

For instance, the majority of couples (60%)

reported that the men were responsible for moving things
(e.g., furniture, boxes, etc.) up to higher ground.

These

couples also reported that the men were more likely to spend
the majority of their time on sandbag efforts.

Couples

(50%)

also indicated that women were more likely to be in charge of
the home front.

For instance, women (50%) shared that they

were busy packing suitcases for their family to take with
them when they evacuated.

One woman said:

I also packed overnight bags for us just in case.
The
next day when I could come back here I dumped all the
kids' clothes into garbage bags, so they had all the
clothes they owned with them.
Additionally, women (40%) shared that they were busy
cooking food for their family and friends so they could eat
after sandbagging.

One woman said this about the division of

labor immediately before the flood:

"My husband would take

our older son out to sandbag, so I kind of manned the home
front.
Another woman explained:
My husband and kids were out sandbagging. I kept food
going here because everybody was working in this
neighborhood and then they would come back and e a t .
Attitudes Toward Gender Roles
Although child care duties and household chores changed
for couples immediately before and during the flood, their
attitudes about gender roles did not.

Both spouses still
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reported that they expected their spouse to help out during
the flood even though they were performing different tasks.
Most couples conveyed that the division of household chores
and child care responsibilities were different during the
flood.

However, both spouses reported that they were happy

with the arrangement during the flood.
Child Care
Immediately before the flood couples with young children
reported that the women were more likely to spend time in
child rearing activities than their spouses.

In fact, all of

the women (100%; n=5) with young children shared that they
were responsible for the majority of child care immediately
before the flood.

One woman responded:

I was not able to help the community prepare for the
flood because I needed to stay home with our son while
my husband went and helped sandbag.
Another woman explained:
My husband was busy sandbagging and attending city
council meetings about what was going on. I couldn't do
that because I needed to stay home with our youngest
son. He [our son] is a wild man and you can't take him
anywhere.
Not only did women report taking on the brunt of child
care duties immediately before and during the flood, they
also indicated that they had to try to be strong during the
flood for the children.

One woman whose husband was busy

working during the flood said:
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I kept listening to the radio and watching TV and it was
getting worse, and worse, and worse.
I was scared to
death. My children were getting scared, so I needed to
put on a brave front for them.
I don't think it worked
though.
Work
The weeks immediately before the flood resulted in
changes for some couples with regards to their employment.
For instance, participants reported two salient changes that
occurred with regards to their employment.
was that couples

The first change

(50%) reported that one or both of the

spouses took time off of work for flood preparations.

One

man said this about his employment immediately before the
flood:
I would go to work at 6:00 in the morning and get my
work going and call the people I needed to call. I would
get my crew going on whatever they needed to be doing
and then I would take every afternoon off to sandbag. I
used all my vacation time to do this.
The second change that occurred immediately before the
flood was that some couples (30%) reported that one or both
spouses were required to work overtime immediately before the
flood.

These participants were usually people who were not

concerned with flood damage to their own property.
Therefore,

they were asked to cover the shifts of coworkers

who needed to prepare their homes for the flood.

One

participant's response about her husband's job immediately
before the flood w a s :
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My husband was working a lot because of sandbagging
efforts and shifts at work because they were letting
people off whose homes were in danger.
So he was
putting in a lot more hours. I remember a couple of
times where he would have to work all day and all night.
He would have to work back to back shifts without any
sleep. I would be here all by myself with our daughter.
Luckily we were okay.
During the flood, participants had a change with regards
to their employment.

First, five of the ten couples

discontinued work during the flood.

(50%)

The other five couples

(50%) reported that one of the spouses was able to remain
working throughout the entire flood.
the five participants

However, only one of

(20%) who remained working during the

flood was able to continue working at the same location.
other four participants

The

(80%) who reported that their jobs

were stable during the flood were required to work at
different locations.

For example, one woman who had

evacuated said:
The hospital found where I was and they asked me if I
wanted to help do the work because they were
transporting it to Fargo. So I helped them do the work
in Fargo.
Another woman said:
Our corporate office was moved to Fargo.
I drove back
and forth to Fargo from Grafton [place of evacuation] .
I finally told them I could no longer drive back and
forth to Fargo. It was just too hard on me and we have
an old car.
So they said I could drive to Crookston
which was not much better but it was a little better, so
I did that.
Not only were some participants required to relocate in
order to continue working, two of the five participants

(40%)
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whose jobs were stable during the flood were also separated
from their spouses because of the relocation.

One man

reported:
I called work and they had evacuated to Thief River
Falls...So, I called up there and they were really short
of help, so they asked if I would drive up there. So, I
left my wife and my daughter in Minot with her
folks...so we were separated for one month...they (his
employers) were really bad about allowing family members
to come up. They wouldn't let me bring my wife and
daughter up to stay there with me. I couldn't afford to
pay for a hotel for them and they wouldn't pay either.
Marital Relationships
More than half of the couples (6 of 10) indicated that
they experienced more tension and strain in their marital
relationship during the flood.

Five of the seven couples

(71%) who reported that their marital relationship was strong
prior to the flood reported more tension and strain in their
relationship immediately before and during the flood.

One

woman explained her relationship during the flood:
I think it was strained because we were at opposite
poles. He didn't want to evacuate. He wanted to stay
here and protect the place...I was scared.
I wanted to
leave...He wanted to come back here sooner also...He did
come back a week earlier... I felt the safety issue was
too much.
He should have stayed away.
Another woman described her relationship this way:
...as far as our relationship during the flood we were
both handling grief in our own ways and we were not
really able to help each other that much...my husband
wanted to be on the go, go, go. He wanted to visit
friends in Montana and I was not ready to go.
I just
wanted to stay with family.
I felt really secure in
Bismarck [where they evacuated to] . I just want ed to be
around family and relatives...we argued more.
My son
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set up an appointment for us to visit with the
psychologist from his work...he told us that men and
women really approach stress differently and this is
typical... so it was good for both of us to hear that.
The remaining two couples who reported that their
marital relationship was strong prior to the flood reported
that their relationship with their spouse did not change
immediately before and during the flood.

One man explained

his relationship during the flood like this;
It didn't change any I don't think. We just pretty much
took one day at a time.
I think it helped us to know
that everything was gone...you can't look at it as a
slow death.
It is gone, it is done for. Some people
didn't know what their houses were like, we already knew
it was done for. I think that helped us.
Additionally, a minority of couples (2 of 10) indicated
that during the flood their marital relationship was stronger
than before the flood.

These couples had reported that their

marital relationship was weak prior to the flood and strong
during the flood.

One woman stated:

During the flood it was us against the world. We were
really close during the flood I think. We both worked
really hard.
Another couple that reported a weak relationship prior
to the flood experienced a period of separation during the
flood that did them some good. The wife stated:
The good part about being away during the flood was that
he really missed me, You could tell that he really
loved me and absence makes the heart grow fonder.

After the Flood
Communication
The type and amount of communication that a couple had
after the flood was related to the amount of damage the
couple endured.

Two of the three couples (67%) who had no

damage indicated that the conversation did not revolve around
the flood as it did during the flood.

As one man stated:

Our lives were pretty much back to normal after we
returned to Grand Forks. Once we were back our
conversations with each other no longer centered only
around the flood.
Two of the three couples (67%) who sustained basement
level damage reported that their communication decreased
after the flood due to a lack of privacy.

One woman

explained:
The kids don't have a place to be besides right here
always, so we don't have time for private conversations
much and that is hard over time. Once we get our
basement finished it will be easier.
Three of the four couples (75%) who lost their homes
said that their communication was excellent following the
flood.

However, their conversations continued to revolve

mainly around the flood.

One man who lost his house stated:

Our communication is great. We talk about everything.
We discuss everything and make decisions together. We
have so many decisions to make right now that it is
important to have great communication.
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Division of Household Labor
The division of household labor after the flood changed
for couples from pre- to post-flood.

However, it is

important to note that the extent of damage played a key role
in the change of household tasks.

Three of the three couples

(100%) who experienced basement level damage reported a
greater change in the division of household tasks following
the flood.

These couples expressed that the men spent most

of their time cleaning and repairing the flood damaged
basement.

One man explained:

I cleaned and gutted our basement. Keeping the moisture
down in the basement was a steady job for me.
I also
had to get my air conditioner going because my furnace
was shot...so really that was my chore getting the
basement dry and the air conditioner going.
I was so
tired when I got home from work because I had all those
buildings to gut that I couldn't do much at night here.
In contrast, women shared that they were responsible for
more of the cooking, laundry, vacuuming, and dusting than
before the flood.

Additionally, women reported that they

were responsible for standing in lines at the Salvation Army
and Red Cross for flood supplies and most did not like the
chore.

One woman explained:

I didn't like standing in the lines waiting for
things...I have also been somebody who works to get what
I need, and if I can't get it I don't have it.
I have
never been on welfare.
I haven't lived a high life, but
I have lived within my means.
So that was a strange
experience for me having to ask for help.
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Although couples did report that the division of
household labor changed immediately before and during the
flood, some couples reported that the division of household
labor was back to normal after the flood.

Two of the three

couples (67%) who experienced no damage indicated that the
division of household labor did not change after the flood.
The one couple who had no damage and indicated that the
division of household labor did change was the result of lack
of day care following the flood.

Therefore, the wife stayed

at home and took on more of the household chores along with
child care duties.

Additionally,

three of the four couples

(75%) who experienced full damage as a result of the flood
reported no change in the division of household tasks after
the flood.
Attitudes Towards Gender Roles
Consistent with immediately before and during the flood,
couples expressed that their attitudes toward gender roles
did not change after the flood.

Couples said that they still

believed that both spouses should contribute to the child
care duties and household chores; however, they were
adjusting to the situation the best way they could.

One

woman explained:
I would have rather been here cleaning the basement than
doing child care but I wouldn't have had any idea what
to do without him, so he couldn't have stayed with our
sons. He needed to be the one cleaning up so it
wouldn't have worked to switch roles.
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Child
When couples came back to Grand Forks/East Grand Forks
after the flood, three of the four couples who relied on day
care services before the flood reported that their day care
arrangements were disrupted as a result of the flood.

For

some couples this was only a temporary disruption while for
other couples it was more permanent.

One woman who lost day

care for a temporary period said;
We lost day care because of the flood. My son's day
care was one of the first to reopen though. However,
there were so many kids there because they had combined
a lot of day cares together... the first time we went to
day care there were all these kids and it just wasn't
good.
So, I kept him out because I couldn't do that to
him. When you know that there are not enough people to
watch all the kids and then to leave a kid there who is
struggling.
1 couldn't do that, so I kept him out until
they separated the day cares which was another three
weeks or so.
Because of the disruption in child care services.
couples were also forced to be separated from their children.
Because seme couples couxd not find adequate day care
services after the flood many were forced to leave children
with family members in other cities.

One woman who had four

young children reported:
Until the end of May or around Memorial Day weekend,
they were all in Washburn with my husband's folks.
After the third week I brought our youngest back because
I found some one who could watch her. She was so young
and having a tough time.
I think that was tough on me
too.
I really missed the kids.
Especially hard on me
not to have the baby with me.
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While the majority of the day care problems were
temporary, some resulted in a permanent change.

One couple

reported that their day care was disrupted so much that the
wife quit her job to stay home after the flood.

The husband

explained:
Our normal day care person had flood damage so we could
not take our daughter there. We hired a 16 year old
girl to come in during the day. That wasn't working
out, so we tried to find someone else.
Every one else
was full. We found another 16 year old girl who came to
our home and watched her.
She was really good, but she
had to go back to school in the fall. We decided that
my wife would quit her job and stay at home.
If I had
to say I would say that the flood really helped us out
as far as our family goes. We don't have to stress
about day care anymore.
W<2£k

Many of the couples expressed that it was very difficult
during the flood not knowing if they were going to be paid
for the time they were not working during the flood.

These

couples were faced with the anxiety of not knowing if chey
were going to be able to pay their bills because of the
amount of time they missed during the flood.

However, after

the flood many of the couples (6 of 10) reported that both
spouses were reimbursed for lost wages during the flood.

One

woman said:
It was stressful not knowing if we would get paid but we
did get our full salary...Those few weeks when we didn't
know was difficult. We didn't spend any money. We felt
impoverished.
It was a scary feeling. You get an idea
what refugees and the homeless really feel like.
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A male participant said this about both him and his wife
being reimbursed:
Neither of us lost wages. That was a positive side of
the flood that both our jobs were nice to us.
Although the majority of the couples reported that both
spouses were reimbursed, three couples (30%) reported that
one of the spouses lost wages as a result of the flood.
Additionally, two out of the three participants

(67%) who

lost wages were self-employed at the time of the flood.
Although a few participants did experience a loss of wages
due to the flood, the majority of these couples expressed
that they were more fortunate than other people in the
community.

For instance, one woman said:

I suppose it was interrupted pretty well. When I think
about it I did lose considerable wages, but we still
felt we were very fortunate so it didn't bother us.
Also, it was nice because my husband's wages were still
there.
Not only did some couples experience the loss of wages,
but two of the ten couples (20%) reported that one spouse
lost his/her job because of the flood.

Both of the

participants who had lost their jobs were working new jobs at
the time of the interview.

One of the participants

experienced a significant decrease in pay with the new job
while the other participant experienced an increase in pay.
However, both participants reported being satisfied with
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their new jobs.

The woman who experienced a decrease in pay

said:
I made a lot more money at the bank. If it wouldn't have
been that I knew the Lord wanted me here I wouldn't have
done it. I really couldn't. I make about $600 less a
month. Because the Lord wanted me here I think he is
showing the way.
I really do.
I love it here. It
almost makes me feel guilty to say that because most
people don't like their jobs. So if I have to sacrifice
a little that is fine.
Another change that occurred for couples as a result of
the flood was that some participants began a second job.
More specifically, two couples (20%) reported that one of the
spouses added a second job after the flood to help pay for
expenses caused by the flood.
Marital Relationships
More than half of the couples (6 of 10) reported that
their marital relationship was stronger after the flood.
These couples reported that their relationship was strong
prior to the flood and stronger following the flood.

One

woman said:
I think we are closer because we now have this very
intense time in our lives that really bonded us
together.
Another woman explained her marital relationship after the
flood like this:
Hopefully, it improved our relationship.
I mean it made
us more aware of how important we are to each other...we
are closer because we have another experience that we
went through together.
A man reported this about his relationship after the flood:

93

My wife and I have been through a lot in our life
together.
Whatever we have experienced we have always
drawn closer to each other. Nothing has ever happened
that her and I have ever been farther apart.
This is
another example of something that has brought us
closer... even though you don't like what you are going
through, you realize it could be worse. Our
relationship is better. My wife and I, if _nere are
tough times, we just hang on together. We get though
it.
Couples also expressed that following the flood they
were making more time for each other.

One man explained:

We realized that we needed to reserve some time for us
to get away from the kids every now and then.
Currently, we have done that. We just found someone who
is willing to watch the kids on a regular basis, so we
can go out every other week for a couple of hours and
spend some time together alone.
The remaining couple who reported that their marital
relationship was strong prior to the flood reported that
their relationship did not change after the flood.

As the

husband explained:
I don't think it has changed.
I don't think that it is
any stronger.
It is definitely not weaker.
It is about
the same...things have pretty much stayed on an even
keel. I think that we came through this thing pretty
good.
In addition to the couples who reported that their
relationships were strong prior to the flood and stronger
after the flood, 2 of the 3 couples (66%) who reported that
their marital relationship was weak prior to the flood
reported that their marital relationship was weaker following
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the flood.

One woman whose husband was very angry at the

city stated:
There is something different about each of us
individually. He is a new kind of mad. He has this
anger in him that I have never seen before.
Her husband responded like this:
My wife seems to be handling it way better than me.
She
is not near as mad as I am. I mean this has made me one
hard mother.
I can now be one mean son-of-a-bitch.
I
was never like this before...the flood has made me awful
mean.
I have a really short fuse. My family is
suffering I can tell that.
I know that...In all the
years that we have been married we have probably had
more fights since we moved home, or I should say the
last three months, than we did the whole time we were
married. Arguments, I mean, not physical fights.
The other couple whose relationship was characterized as
weak before the flood, reported that their relationship did
not change after the flood.

The wife reported:

I don't think our relationship is different...we still
fight.
I do all the house work. He never listened to
me before the flood and he still doesn't listen to me
after the flood, so things haven't changed.

CHAPTER V
DISCUSSION
The results of the present study clearly indicate that
the 1997 RRV flood was a "true" disaster.

According to

Fritz (1961), four components of society need to be affected
in order for a "true" disaster to occur.

These four

components are biological survival, social order, shared
meaning, and society's motivation.

The participants in this

study said that their basic necessities of life, such as
shelter, were affected by the flood.

The participants in

this study also indicated that their roles as household
laborers and child care providers were affected as a result
of the flood.

Additionally, these couples experienced an

inconsistency with regard to their shared definition of
reality.

One example of this is that couples reported a

discrepancy in their beliefs about the seriousness of the
disaster.

Lastly, the motivation that guides human behavior

was also affected in the couples as a result of the flood.
Therefore, it is evident by the results of this study that
these four components were indeed affected by the RRV flood
of 1997 which suggests that the flood was a "true" disaster.
Not only did the 1997 RRV flood meet the criteria of a
"true" disaster,

it had tremendous impacts on the residents
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living in Grand Fork®
Minnesota,

'F:.7:th Dakota and East Grand Forks,

Consistent with previous research, the results of

the present study indicate that the flood of 1997 brought
many negative consequences with it.

Many of the couples

reported a loss of day care, disruption of jobs, change in
household duties, separation of family members, and/or damage
to personal property as a result of the 1997 RRV flood.
Even though couples experienced negative consequences as
a result of the flood, many still remained optimistic about
their situations.

This sense of optimism and hope is

consistent with the character of the North Dakota people.

As

Robinson (1966) said, the people of North Dakota are known
for their courage, optimism, warmhearted neighborliness, and
loyalty to the state.

Indeed, many of the participants in

this study demonstrated these qualities despite the flood.
Many of the couples, no matter what the extent of damage they
experienced, reported that they were better off than other
people in the community.

Many participants who had lost

their homes and their belongings felt that they were
"luckier" than people with basement level damage because they
did not have to attempt to clean up the mess.

They also

reported that because they lost everything it was easier for
them because they knew they had nothing left, and therefore,
needed to just start over.
In addition to the above findings,

the present study

examined the impact of the 1997 RRV flood on marital
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relationships.

The most significant finding was that the

1997 RRV flood did have an impact on maritax relationships.
However, it appears this impact was mediated by the state of
the couple's relationship prior to the flood.

More

specifically, couples who reported a strong relationship with
their spouse before the flood were more likely to report that
this relationship had gotten stronger as a result of the
flood.

The couples who reported a weak relationship with

their spouse before the flood were more likely to report that
this relationship had gotten weaker as a result of the flood.
This finding is consistent with previous research that
suggests that disasters tend to heighten the state of the
predisaster relationship (Harvey et al., 1995).
The results indicate that couples who reported strong
relationships with their spouses before the flood could be
considered to have egalitarian relationships.

These couples

said that they shared the division of household labor and
child care duties almost evenly before the flood.

The

couples also reported that they were dual income families who
respected their spouse's job.

According to Schwartz (1994),

couples who have egalitarian relationships with regard to the
division of household labor, gender role attitudes, child
care, and employment can be said to have a peer marriage.
Couples who have peer marriages, according to Schwartz, are
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likely to report more satisfying marriages.

Therefore, the

present results are consistent with Schwartz's findings.
The couples in this study who reported weak
relationships with their spouses before the flood could be
considered to have more traditional relationships.

Indeed,

these couples were less likely to share household and child
care responsibilities.

In fact, they expressed that the

wives were solely responsible for these chores.
Additionally, these couples did not share similar attitudes
toward gender roles.

Similar to couples with strong

relationships prior to the flood, the majority of these
couples were also dual income families.

However, these

individuals indicated that they knew very little about their
spouse's job.

Once again, the findings from the present

study are consistent with Schwartz's (1994) finding that
couples who have traditional marriages are more likely to
report less marital satisfaction.
An interesting finding of the present study is that
immediately before and during the flood, couples expressed
changes in their relationships.

Couples who had reported

strong relationships prior to the flood were more likely to
report more tension and strain in their relationships
immediately before and during the flood.

These couples were

also more likely to report changes in their relationships
with regards to communication, division of household labor,
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child care responsibilities, and employment.

For these

couples, the majority of their conversation during the flood
focused solely on the flood and on the fact that they were
unaware of the extent of damage they would have upon their
return home.

These couples also reported that household

chores and child care duties changed during the flood.

For

example, women shared that their role was to manage the home
front while the men were more likely to report helping the
community prepare and fight the flood.

These couples also

reported that the men, because of their time they spent
helping the community prepare for the flood, participated
less in child care duties during the flood.

Women,

in

contrast, indicated that because of the lack of day care
providers during the flood, - they spent more time child
rearing than they did before the flood.

These couples also

were more likely to report that they were concerned about
their financial security because at least one of them was
unable to work during the flood.

Some of these couples also

experienced a separation from one another.

These couples

said that this separation was difficult for them because of
the lack of communication they were allowed with one another.
In contrast to couples with strong pre-flood
relationships, couples with weak relationships before the
flood were more likely to report closer relationships with
their spouses immediately before and during the flood.

These
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couples typically reported greater communication with their
spouses during the flood even though their conversation
revolved mostly around their flood concerns.

Like couples

with strong relationships prior to the flood, these couples
were also more likely to report that the women were
responsible for managing the home front while the men
prepared the community for the flood.

These women also

reported spending more time in child rearing than before the
flood because of the lack of day care providers.
The extent of damage couples endured also appeared to
play a significant role in how the flood effected their
relationships after the flood.

Couples who reported no

damage were more likely to report that their lives were back
to normal after the evacuation period was over.

These

couples reported that the division of household labor, child
care responsibilities, and their communication patterns
returned to their pre-flood state.
Couples who experienced basement level damage generally
reported that their lives did not return to normal after the
flood.

These couples had to live in homes with empty,

gutted, flood damaged basements.

These couples often lost

key living space because of the flood-damage to their
basements.

This loss of living space also resulted in a loss

of privacy because their children had no place to play.
Because of the lack of privacy these couples endured, they
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were more likely to report a decrease in communication with
their spouses.

These couples also reported that household

chores and child care duties did not return to normal after
the flood.

This was because men typically spent more time

repairing the family's flood-damaged home while the women
attended to household and child care duties.
Couples who lost their entire houses were more likely to
express that household chores and child care duties were back
to normal after the flood than those who suffered basement
damage.

This was primarily due to the fact that these

couples did not have to spend time repairing a flood-damaged
home and they were living in new homes or trailers provided
by the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA).

This

allowed a faster transition to normal family life.
Symbolic interactionism suggests that in non-problematic
situations it is relatively easy for people to define their
situations, give meaning to their situations, and then act on
the basis of those definitions.

This is done primarily

through interactions with other people.

However, in

problematic situations, such as the RRV flood of 1997, the
definition of the situation may become disrupted or
undefined.

During this time, the practices and rituals that

characterize everyday life are often lost.

Therefore,

for

people to -reconstruct their shared definition of the
situation, as well as their place in it, they must first be
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able to redefine the situation by finding new meaning for the
situation.
The couples in this study, who reported strong
relationships prior to the flood, were able to successfully
define their marriages, give meaning to their marriages,, and.
then act on the basis of those definitions*

They had

previously constructed roles and rituals that, each partner
agreed to and adhered to in their marriages.

However, when

faced with a problematic situation, such as the flood, these
taken, for granted roles and rituals were, destroyed and
couples were forced to reconstruct the reality of their lives
and marriages by redefining their situations.
During the flood many of these couples did not know the
extent of damage to their homes, the status of their
employment, nor did. they have
situation.

information

on their day care

Therefore, it was difficult for them to begin to

redefine their situations.

This resulted in tension, and

strain in their relationship.

However, upon discovering the

extent of damage to their homes, their employment status, and
the availability of day care, these couples could begin to
redefine their situations, give it new meaning, and begin to
act on their new definitions.

Because these couples had

successfully defined their situations and agreed upon roles
and rituals before the flood, they where able to redefine'
their situations rather quickly after the flood.

The result

103
was that these couples experienced even stronger
relationships than they had before the flood.
Couples who reported weak relationships before the
flood, however, had not been able to successfully define
their marriages, give meaning to their .marriages, and act on
those definitions.

These couples were unsuccessful at their

attempts to create roles and rituals that each partner agreed
upon.

However, when couples were evacuated during the flood

they were pried away from their daily rituals and routines,,
and this made their relationships stronger.

This happened

because the flood gave them something to think about and
focus on rather than their relationships.

However, after the

flood these couples, like their stronger counterparts, were
faced with having to redefine their situations, give meaning
to their situations, and act upon those new definitions.
Because these couples were not successful at constructing
their marriages before the flood, they were also unable to do
so after the flood and reverted to previous definitions.
Therefore,

their relationships became even weaker.
Conclusion

This study shows that several important aspects of
couples' lives were disrupted as a result of the 1997 RRV
flood.

Many couples experienced changes in their marriages

with regards to communication, division of household labor,
child care duties, and work.

However, the most significant
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finding seems to be that the impact of the flood on couples'
relationships after the flood was mediated by the nature of
their relationship prior to the flood.

Couples who reported

strong marital relationships prior to the flood reported
stronger relationships after the flood while couples who
reported weak relationships prior to the flood reported still
weaker relationships after the flood.
These findings are important because they provide
information that will assist couples in times of crisis.

By

gaining knowledge about the impact of disasters on couples,
this study can help foster better coping mechanisms for
couples who experience disasters.

However, it is also

necessary to identify policy recommendations that could help
make disasters less traumatic for families and couples who
experience disasters in the future.

First, because the flood

had an impact on marital relationships it is important to
make counseling services available for families and couples
during and after disasters.

Information about these services

needs to be provided to families and couples so they realize
that these services are available to them and so they
understand that what they experienced was normal.
Additionally, marriage counselors who see couples for
marital problems before a disaster should be aware that their
relationship may weaken after the flood.

These couples may

need counseling about issues related to changes in their
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relationship brought about by the flood.

Furthermore,

counselors need to be aware that positive, or active, coping
strategies allow people to actively confront the results of
the disaster because they allow them to spend time in private
reflection, to confide in others, and to rely on social
support services after a disaster (Harvey et al., 1996;
Smith, 1996) .

These type of coping strategies are associated

with less psychological distress following a disaster.
Therefore, counselors need to be aware of this and help
couples develop these active types of coping strategies.
Second, public broadcasting services during times of
disasters could be used to inform couples that they may
experience more tension and strain in their relationships
with their spouse during this period.

These broadcasts could

also inform couples that these feelings are normal and that
there are effective ways to cope with these feelings.
Third, disaster response organizations, such as the
Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) and the American
Red Cross, need to understand that couples may face
relationship difficulties during and after disasters.

These

organizations are uniquely situated to reduce the strain on
couples by providing services like child care for couples
during and after the disaster.
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Suggestions for Future Research
Because this study is one of a limited number which
examine the effect of disasters on marital relationships,
further research is still needed.
consider a number of factors.

Future research should

First, respondents should not

just include white heterosexual married couples but should
include cohabiting heterosexual couples, interracial
heterosexual couples, and gay and lesbian couples.

Research

is also needed on minority couples because extant research
suggests that minority groups are greatly affected by
disasters because they tend to have low income levels which
results in a slower recovery (Aguirre, 1988) .
Second, future research should be conducted on the
impact of disasters on couples from different regions of the
world.

Research should be conducted to see how couples from

small, rural communities are differently affected than
couples from large metropolitan areas.
Third, the amount of time couples have to prepare for a
disaster should be considered.

Does the lack of prior

warning of a disaster effect a couple's relationship?

How

does this compare to couples who had prior warning of a
disaster, and therefore, had time to prepare?
A final research question is whether the type of
disaster has a differential effect on marital relationships.
For example, do natural disasters (e.g., flood, hurricane,
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tornado, etc.) affect couples differently than human-made
disasters (e.g., war, toxic chemical spills, etc.)?
Additionally, do flash floods affect marital relationships
differently than a slow, progressive flood?

APPENDIX 1
Volunteer Agreement
I, (PLEASE PRINT YOUR NAME)__________________________
_____ , hereby volunteer to participate in a study conducted
by Karen M. Davis and the Department of Sociology, University
of North Dakota, Grand Forks, North Dakota.

I understand

that the purpose is to develop a better understanding of the
impact of the 1997 Red River Valley Flood on families.
I understand that I may not benefit directly as a result
of participating in this study.

I understand that I will be

asked questions and that my answers will be treated as
confidential information.
I consent to the use of my tape-recorded answers by
Karen M. Davis and the Department of Sociology, University of
North Dakota, in order to compile data for a master's thesis.
I understand that my name, answers, and/or any other
information from which a person could be recognized will not
be given to anyone or routinely released to anyone outside
the professional staff conducting the study.

I understand

that I have the right to withdraw my consent to participate
in the study at any time.
Signature

Date
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Please provide a permanent mailing address if you would like
a copy of any written reports:

Appendix 2
Community Resource Information
COUNSELING SERVICES:
Grand Forks Lutheran Social Services............. 772-7577
(individual, marital, family, child/adolescent,
unplanned pregnancy, and financial counseling;
free flood-related counseling provided)
Northeast Human Service Center................... 795-3000
(free flood related counseling)
Village Family Service Center.................... 746-4584
(financial, mental health, unplanned pregnancy
and crisis counseling on a sliding fee scale,
partial grants to flood victims available)
Center for Self-Growth and Renewal................ 746-4400
UND Counseling Center..............................777-2172
UND Psychological Services........................ 777-3691
(3 free sessions to any community members
impacted by the flood)
United Hospital Psychiatry Services.............. 7 80-5900
FAMILY VIOLENCE ISSUES:
Community Violence Intervention Center............ 746-0405
County Social Services.............................772-8171
CRISIS LINES: (answered 24 hours a day)
Northeast Human Service Center.................... 775-0525
Grafton.......................................... 352-4334
HEALTH CARE:
Altru Health Systems...............................780-6000
Grand Forks Public Health Department.............. 746-2525
DAYCARE PROVIDERS:
Child Care Resource and Referral.................. 772-7905
East Grand Forks Child Care....................... 773-8452
YMCA Family Center................................. 775-2586
Belmont Baby Care.................................. 746-2779
United Day Nursery................................. 746-2325
EMPLOYMENT INFORMATION:
Grand Forks Job Service............................795-3700
Minnesota Job Service....................... 1-218-281-6020
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Appendix 3
Sample of thank you note
D e a r ______ ,
I would like to thank you for allowing me to talk to you
both about your experience with the flood. Also, thank you
for providing me with names of other couples who might be
interested in participating in my study.
I will mail you a
copy of the results upon completion of the study. Once
again, thank you for your time.
Karen Davis
Sociology Graduate Student
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APPENDIX 4
Interview Schedule
I. Before the Flood: Tell me about your family life before
the flood, (i.e. what was a typical week like before the
flood?)
PROBES.:.
How long have you lived in Grand Forks or East Grand
Forks?
How long have you lived in this house?
How long have you been married?
What type of work (outside of the home) do you do? Where
do you work?
How many children do you have?
Who took care of the child(ren)?
How were household chores divided? Were you happy with
the arrangement?
How did you feel about household responsibilities?
How would you characterize your relationship with your
spouse before the flood?
II. During the Flood: Tell me about your life immediately
before and during the flood.
PROBES:
How did you prepare for the flood?
How did your spouse prepare for the flood?
Who took care of the child(ren)?
Where did you evacuate to? Whose decision?
How long were you evacuated?
How was your job affected? Your spouse's?
Who did what in terms of household chores?
How did this impact your relationship?
How would you characterize your relationship with your
spouse during the flood?
III. After the Flood: Tell me about your life since the
flood.
PROBES:
How much damage did you sustain?
Was your day-care interrupted? If so, who took on those
responsibilities? Were you happy with the arrangement?
Did you or your spouse lose work? If yes, how long?
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Did you of your spouse gain work as a result of the
flood? If so, how and what type?
How are household chores divided now? Are you happy with
the arrangement?
How are you now?
How is your relationship? How would you characterize it?
Are things getting back to normal?
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